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A dinosaur in the
ethics department?
I write as one who has grown
skeptical of literary publications and
magazines. I have seen too many edi
tors start doing “ buyer’s sections”
for their advertisers that sooner or
later slip into so-called editorial. I’ve
seen too much bad design masquer
ading as high art. I have read one too
many short stories about short-story
writers taking a short-story writing
seminar. I have watched too many tal
ented friends put their career ahead
of how their talents could serve their
community. Even the Atlantic Month
ly gave L.A. a shameless glow-job a
couple of months ago...I was begin
ning to think maybe I was some kind
of a dinosaur in the ethics depart
ment.
Then I picked up a copy of CSQ
and read it cover-to-cover, something
I haven’t done with a publication
since they stopped handing out
W eekly Readers in e le m e n ta ry
school. I xeroxed “ The Way it’s Sup
posed to Be” for three of my friends; I
missed my husband’s entrance after
work I was so engrossed in “ Buntu
and I.” “ Paralyzed for Life” was a
stitch! I didn’t agree with every com
ma or illustration selection, but your
hearts are in the right place—=and
though that sounds like a cliche, I
mean these words with the fullest
resonance I can give them.
That’s all the praise and as many
exclamation marks as I can put in one
letter without getting a little anuscous. Do keep up the good work.
When I win the Reader’s Digest
Sweepstakes I’ll donate it all to you.
Margaret Lynn Brown
Duluth

I thought we graduated
Regarding the Spring 1988 arti
cle on free trade by David Morris on
page 28, I have a few comments.
First of all, did he take an eco
nomics class, or is it based on his
feelings? Throughout the entire arti
cle he gave no proof for his thesis
statement, which was that free trade
is a great destroyer. He failed to de
fine his terms, therefore his proof
was based on ambiguity and couldn’t
be argued with. Free trade, according
to Webster’s, means “ trade conduct
ed without protective tariffs, quotas,
etc.” This means no government in
tervention. Instead of giving us a defi
nition, Mr. Morris provides us with a
list of so-called “ postulates.” Where
does he get the assumption that “ the
highest good is to shop.” ? A man who
saves his earned money to build new
factories depends on an ongoing pro
cess of production, and money which
is lent to others is called investment
capital, which represents goods he
hasn’t consumed. The investments
help a promising beginner start his
productions in exchange for the pay
ment of interest. If his venture is suc
cessful the producer pays the inter
est, the profits, which the investor
enabled him to make. Consumption
is the dead end of production, the
worker is not investing in future pro
duction but is living like a parasite.
Mr. Morris keeps referring back
to government interventions which
are not part of free trade (according
to definition), and calls them free
trade, our destroyers. What he is
actually pointing out is that increase
in government intervention is our
downfall. I agree that the Undersecre
tary of the Treasury proposing to cre
ate 5 to 10 giant U.S. bankswill create
a monopoly and destroy the econ
omy, however, this government inter
vention is totally opposite from the
definition of free trade.
In a truly free-market economy (if
Mr. Morris had taken economics he
would have known this), businesses
are small, independent pricetakers.
They try to sell products of the best
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possible quality for the lowest possi
ble price. Mr. Morris says that free
trade destroys community relation
ships. How would a small business
man do if he had no sense of how to
maintain friendly relationships with
people? In a free market, his business
would go elsewhere because people
would have many choices. People
hire people who have their shared
values in mind.
Today, in America, we do not
have a truly free market. It is influ
enced by the government, corpora
tions who get huge tax breaks, and
small businesses who get taxed, in
spected, and controlled to death.
Mr. Morris complains that free
trade would destroy “ self-reliance
and embrace dependence. That we
abandon our capacity to produce
many items and concentrate only on
a few. That we import what we need
and export what we produce.” Why
would we have to be dependent? His
assumptions is only true if we are
forced at gunpoint to submit. Free
trade has little to do with guns; if
we’re not happy with the service we
can start our own businesses or find
someone who has what we want.
Mr. Morris is very observant to
point out that in Taiwan strikes are il
legal, that in South Korea unions are
only organized with government per
mission, and that South Africa virtu
ally uses slave labor. Yes, those are
not free countries, it is an exampfe of
the destructive power of the govern
ment. Every argument Mr. Morris
goes on with is directly against gov
ernment intervention, not free trade,
as he calls it. Government subsidies
have not helped the market, he says
on page 30. He says, and I agree, they
actually cost consumers more in the
long run, that is why I say free trade,
free of tariffs, is more economical.
The only times humans have ad
vanced and benefitted instead of
starving and dying are during times of
free market economies. A big exam
ple of this is the United States in the
late 1700s and on. As history will
show, the more inventions and more
food there was the less power govern
ment was exerting. For instance, ever
since the war on poverty the govern
ment declared, there has been an in
crease in poverty. My mother didn’t
have to go to work because my father
made enough money to support the
entire family. It could have been viceversa, the mother making enough to
support the whole family. However,
today both parents of a family work
unless they are already wealthy, they
have no choice, because there is less
and less money due to the govern
ment d estroying w ealth. If you
choose not to believe me, then read
David Morris’s article. It says on page
31, “ If present trends continue we
may have less leisure time in the
1900s than in the 1790s.” Why is that?
It is not because of free trade, he has
cause and effect mixed up. It is be
cause of the government destroying
producers. Ever since the Industrial
Revolution, life expectency has in
creased every year. Before the Indus
trial Revolution the average life ex
pectency of people was only 35 years.
Today people are living longer. Dis
eases like polio and dying in child
birth are very rare, but they were com
mon before people had money to find
cures, before free trade.
In the first few years of the
United States and in the drafting of
the Constitution, most men were new
at the idea of having a free country
and didn’t predict all the mistakes
they could make. The worst thing to
do is to toss away the best thing that
ever happened to a country because
it isn’t exactly perfect. The alternative
David Morris offers to free trade
could not be possible unless people
were forced by guns to obey. I sug
gest further study of Austrian eco
nomics. I enjoyed reading the article.
Carolyn Kelsey
Roseville, MN
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Response to Carolyn Kelsey:

We took the class

Ms. Kelsey’s halcyon memories
of yesteryear are touching, but inac
curate. The most rapid economic
growth in U.S. history occurred be
hind the steepest protective tariffs.
Which also inspired the modern mira
cles of South Korea and Japan. Inter
nal competition and external protec
tion are the historical ingredients for
successful development.
Ms. Kelsey makes the mistake of
many rabid free enterprise boosters
by confusing an argument against
planetary trade with one against free
markets. Nevertheless this cult plays
an important role for they are often
willing to carry their principles to
their own logical absurdity. Reagan’s
Council of Economic Advisers, for exam ple, recom m ended u n lim ite d
migration to “ improve economic effi
ciency,” citing the philosophical
inconsistency that allows a Minne
sota corporation to move to Mexico
to pursue cheap labor while prohibit
ing cheap Mexican laborers from
moving to Minnesota.
And what about the military?
Does anyone question that the Japa
nese could operate our m ilita ry
cheaper than we?
Ms. Kelsey argues that really
“ free” free trade is possible only if
the government gets out of the way. I
half agree. Most public spending
goes to reduce the cost of trade.
When the Army Corps of Engineers
dredges the Mississippi do you think
the consumer pays the cost? The m il
itary m aintains long distribution
lines. Railroads were given free land.
The car’s true costs are 4 to 5 times
the taxes we pay for gasoline. Etc.
Add in the environmental and so
cial costs inherent in long distribu
tion systems and we would probably
find that in a truly free market selfsu fficie n cy com petitive w ith the
planetary economy in almost all
cases.
We spend enormous sums to
subsidize planetary trade, a trade
which by its very nature undermines
our ability to control our own futures.
In return for losing our sovereignty we
hope for lower prices. Any such bene
fits are more often the result of
sleight-of-hand accounting tricks
than improved production efficien
cies. But what if we did save a few
dollars a year? I write these words a
few hours before the fireworks mark
our July 4th celebration. More than
200 years after our ancestors fought
a bloody war for the right to control
their own destiny what value do we
put on independence?
David Morris

What a great idea for a mag and
what a great issue: the one I have is
Vol 10 No. 1. I don’t feel very clear
about whether this magazine is a
Minnesota magazine or one fourth of
another mag syndicate, exactly— but
whatever you have it is a great idea
and I am grateful to Olivia Lundeen
fo r her in c re d ib le in s ig h ts —
immensely helpful. Anyway— what a
great idea— to put literature and
social-change-wakefulness together.
I have just finished teaching a
quarter course at Minnesota called
Reading as writers: The Short Story—
and for a final quiz of sorts, asked
people in the class to write what they
thought American fiction ought to be
in the next 10 years. Our idea was,
why should it necessarily just absentheartedly go on being either chill
loser-stories like Ann Beattie’s work
or c ru e l-m a le -m a c h o -v a lid a tio n 
s to rie s lik e R obert C ou ve r's —
wouldn’t it be a good idea to decide—
like people who can make choices—
what fiction should be. Anyway, they
wrote ideas that sound so much like
your idea—to tie social justice into
literature. I am having their answers
printed up to be saved.
Carol Bly
Sturgeon Lake, MN

Hero’s Journey
Welcome to the Twin Cities com
munity. And convey to Kate Hunt how
I appreciated numbering your new
magazine among my Found Objects.
I liked both her heroic journey and
merged assemblages.
The Hero’s Journey she articu
lated, speaks of the individual re
sponsibility each has to ourselves. It
is a wonderful, and dreadful, adven
ture in which our aloneness can be
come our “ inability to affect circum
s ta n ce s and s u rro u n d in g s .” Its
dreaded sound is that “ silence of un
resolved frustration” to which she
give visual form.
Yet her sculptural journey dem
onstrates the therapeutic value of
community. She merges memories
and connections, assembles found
objects with traditional materials...
bringing together, giving form also to
community.
The Arts can enhance both indi
vidual journeys and cooperative des
tinations, and I welcome CSQ to
reflect the viewpoint.
Brian Karlsson-Barnes
Minneapolis Arts Commissioner

The results of an all-nighter
I was walking up North Third
Street tonight to meet Jim Sitter. I
assumed that he would be some
where in the offices of the Minnesota
Center for Book Arts stroking his
Macintosh. But Sitter was sitting on
the front stoop. He was reading the
first issue of CSQ/Twin Cities.
Sitter and I proceeded to the
Cafe del Arte to talk MCBA business,
the future of publishing in our region,
and on and on while I powered down
two cafe au lait. I ordered a third to go
and returned to my office to face a
writing overload and the presence of
my son The Mighty Max who turns 16
tomorrow and who has a term paper
due and we are together planning an
all-nighter. He is writing a piece on
the destruction of the rain forests
and what he has learned I will not tell
you lest you instantly begin to gasp
for oxygen.
Meantime I was buzzed up and I
opened your rag. The writing is won
derful. I am not done but here’s a
quick impression.
I loved Julie Landsman's piece.
She writes wonderfully. But George
McKenna’s piece ate me alive. So
much good sense, hard-won reality,
perspective, wisdom and passion. I
have not felt so hopeful about public
education since reading, yes The
Way It’s Suppose To Be 20 years ago.
Was that George Dennison? Actually
my faith had been re-sparked earlier
this year by participating for an hour
a week in my daughters kindergarten
class. Just as McKenna advocates,
the presence of a parent both helps
kids with instruction and role models
and helps the parents understand
and appreciate the school. Every
week I see what a talented teacher
can do w ith an ‘ ‘ im p o s s ib le ”
situation.
McKenna’s piece is worth the
subscription. Not to mention that I
have glanced at David Morris’ article
and it seems wonderfully provocative
as well.
I look forward to the rest of this
issue. Not to mention the next one.
Count me a charter subscriber.
James P. Lenfestey
Minneapolis
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t’s July 4 ,1 9 88 and Am erica is at

/ p eac e w ith its e lf as happy
crowds of people indulge all the
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and art. All material should be accom
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Nuns— John Callahan
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Couvade— Michael Finley

Queen of Hearts is by artist Mary M.
Griep, a St. Paul native whose work is
presently part of a group show at MC
Gallery. In October she will have a
show at Mongerson Wunderlich Gal
lery of Chicago. This is a self portrait.
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patriotic homilies that warm our
hearts. Yet Yankee Doodle Dandy
headlines remind us there is
another world out there, not nearly
as physically or psychologically
secure as our own.
When 290 innocent victim s
plunge to their death as a result of
American policy to defend “our na
tional security interests” in a
region that pumps only six percent
of our oil, one wonders what are
the limits of these “interests.” But
even close scrutiny of the main
stream media offers no answers to
this question. In fact after a full
decade of heated hubub about
Iran, the media has taught us little
of that nation. How many Ameri
cans have learned the root cause
of the Iran-Iraq war? Or the reli
gious tenets cherished by Iranian
believers? Or even a brief outline
of their history dating back to the
Shah?
In a recent interview, novelist
Gore Vidal capsulized the peculiar
position of America 1988 in a few,
memorable words: “I think of the
United States as a kind of small,
isolated country that’s living under
an artificial dome. It really is the
Star Wars dream, only this is one
that keeps out information and

keeps us totally apart from the rest
of the world. We don’t play any part
in anything anymore except with
all these weapons. We make trou
ble among weak countries be
cause we don’t dare make trouble
with the strong countries; we’d be
defeated, as we found ourselves
defeated in Vietnam. So you have
a nation constantly at war. We’ve
wrecked the economy, the educa
tional system has collapsed and I
don’t see any way out. I’m praying
for a huge depression which will
wipe out the national security
state. Certainly there won’t be any
money left for it. We have a federal
budget where 90 percent of the
money goes to war; this has been
going on for 40 years, and there is
no war. So they have to keep cook
ing up one. After you take out so
cial security and entitlement, you
see that defense gets half the bud
get openly. Then there’s foreign
aid, which is war; veterans — that’s
war; interest on the debt, that’s
war. It adds up to 90 percent. You
ask yourself why do they let the
country go to pieces for this war?
Nobody ever believed in it. I’ve
known the leading politicians for
the last 40 years. I’ve never met
anyone who’s afraid of Russia.
They’ll talk about it to scare folks,
but they just chuckle among them
selves about it.

Every month our editorial board
convenes on som eone’s front
porch over Cold Spring and jug
wine to help crack this “artificial
dome” that obstructs America’s
view of the world. At times, it’s not
an easy task turning up the right
articles that castigate America’s
s h o rtc o m in g s w ith o u t s h o rt
sightedly ripping away the buoy
ant A m erican c h a ra c te r th a t
makes events like July 4th so spir
ited. Yet each meeting we come
away cheered by the talent and in
sights of Minnesota’s writers and
artists.
We’re proud to present another
edition of essays, artwork, fiction
and verse. And we’re pleased to re
port the terrific response to our
firs t issue — the buzz on the
streets of Minneapolis and St.
Paul was nearly all encouraging.
But now we face the even tougher
task of making Clinton Street
Quarterly a commercial success.
We need your help— suggestions,
subscriptions, submissions, and
advertising. Each is crucial to Clin
ton Street Quarterly. So get in
touch with us at our Twin Cities of
fice, so that together we can help
raze the roof on America’s artifi
cial dome.
Lenny Dee
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Redneck
By William Kittredge
Illustrated by Susan Abelson
Graphic Design by Connie Gilbert
ack in my more scattered days there was a time
when I decided the solution to all life's miseries would
begin with marrying a nurse. Cool hands and com
miseration. She would be a second-generation Swedish
girl who left the family farm in North Dakota to live a
new life in Denver, her hair would be long and silvery
blonde, and she would smile every time she saw me
and always be after me to get out of the house and go
have a glass of beer with my buckaroo cronies.
Our faithfulness to one another
would be legendary. We would live
near. Lolo, Montana, on the banks of
the Bitterroot River where Lewis and
Clark camped to rest on their way
West, “ Traveler’s Rest,” land which
floods a little in the spring of the year,
a small price to pay for such connec
tion w ith mythology. Our garden
would be intricately perfect on the
sunny uphill side of our 16 acres, with
little wooden flume boxes to turn the
irrigation water down one ditch or
another.
We would own three horses, one
a blue roan Appaloosa, and haul
them around in our trailer to jackpot
roping events on summer weekends. I
wouldn’t be much good on horse
back, never was, but nobody would
care. The saddle shed would be
tacked to the side of our doublewide
expando New Moon mobile home,
and there would be a neat little lawn
with a white picket fence about as
high as your knee, and a boxer dog
called Aces and Eights, with a great
studded collar. There would be a .357
magnum pistol in the drawer of the
bedside table, and on Friday night we
would dance to the music of old-time
fiddlers at some country tavern and in
the fall we would go into the moun
tains for firewood and kill two or three
elk for the freezer. There would be
wild asparagus along the irrigation
ditches and morels down under the
cottonwoods by the river, and we
would always be good.
And I would keep a journal, like
Lewis and Clark, and spell bad, be
cause in my heart I would want to be
a mountain man—“ We luved aft the
movee in the bak seet agin tonite.”
I l f
e must not gainsay such West
ern dreams. They are not auto
matically idiot. There are, after all,
good Rednecks and bad Rednecks.
Those are categories.
So many people in the American
West are hurt, and hurting. Bad Red
necks originate out of hurt and a
sense of having been discarded and
ignored by the Great World, which
these days exists mostly on televi
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sion, distant and most times dizzily
out of focus out here in Redneck
country.
Bad Rednecks lose faith and
ride away into foolishness, striking
back. The spastic utility of violence.
The other night in a barroom, I saw
one man turn to another, who had
been pestering him with drunken non
sense. “ Son,” he said, “ you better
calm yourself, because if you don’t,
things are going to get real Western
here for a minute.”
eal Western. Back in the late
’40’s when I was getting close to
graduating from high school, they
used to stage Saturday night prize
fights down in the Veterans Auditor
ium. Not boxing matches but prize
fights, a name which rings in the ear
something like cockfight. One night
the two main-event fighters, always
heavyweights, were some hulking In
dian and a white,farmer from a little
dairy-farm community.
The Indian, I recall, had the word
“ M other” carved on his hairless
chest. Not tattooed, but carved in the
flesh with a blade, so the scar tissue
spelled out the word in livid welts.
The white farmer looked soft and his
body was alabaster, pure white, ex
cept for his wrists and neck, which
were dark, burnished red, While they
hammered at each other we hooted
from the stands like gibbons, rooting
for our favorites on strictly territorial
and racial grounds, and in the end
were all disappointed. The white
farmer went down like thunder about
three times, blood snorting from his
nose in a delicate spray and decorat
ing his whiteness like in, say, the
movies. The Indian simply retreated
to his corner and refused to go on. It
•didn’t make any sense.
We screeched and stomped, but
the Indian just stood there looking at
the bleeding white man, and the
white man cleared his head and
looked at the Indian, and then they
both shook th e ir heads at one
another, as if acknowledging some
private news they had just then
learned to share. They both climbed

out of the ring and together made
their way up the aisle. Walked away.
Real Western. Of course, in that
short-lived partnership of the down
trodden, the Indian was probably
doomed to a lifetime on the lower end
of the seesaw. No dairy farms in a
pastoral valley, nor morning milking
and school boards for him. But that is
not the essential point in this equa
tion. There is a real spiritual equiva
lency between Redmen and Red
necks. How sad and ironic that they
tend to hit at each other for lack of a
real target, acting out some tired old
scenario. Both, with some justice,
feel used and cheated and disenfran
chised. Both want to strike back,
which may be just walking away, or
the bad answer, bloody noses.
obody is claiming certain Red
necks are gorgeous about their
ways of resolving the pain of their
frustrations. Some of them will in
deed get drunk in honkytonks and
raise hell and harass young men with
long hair and golden earrings. These
are the bad Rednecks.
Why bad? Because they are be
traying themselves. Out-of-power
groups keep fighting each other
instead of what they really resent:
power itself. A Redneck pounding a
hippie in a dark barroom is embarras
sing because we see the cowardice.
What he wants to hit is a banker in
broad daylight.
But things are looking up. Red
necks take drugs; hippies take jobs.
And the hippie carpenters and the
250-pound, pigtailed lum berjacks
preserve their essence. They are still
isolated, outrageous, lonely, proud
and mean. Any one of them might
yearn for a nurse, a doublewide, a
blue roan Appaloosa, and a sense of
place in a country that left him
behind.
ike the Indian and the buffalo on

L

the old nickel, there are two sides
to American faith. But in terms of
Redneck currency, they conflict. On
the one side there is individualism,
which in its most radical mountain
man form becomes isolation and
loneliness: the standard country-andwestern lament. It will lead to dying
alone in your motel room: whether
gored, boozed or smacked makes lit
tle difference. On the other side there
are family and community, that pas
toral society of good people inhabit
ing the good place on earth that W il
liam Bradford and Thomas Jefferson
so loved to think about.
Last w inter after the snow 
mobile races in Seeley Lake, I had
come home to stand alongside my
favorite bar rail and listen to my favo

rite skinny Redneck barmaid turn
down propositions. Did I say home?
Anyway, standing there and feeling at
home, I realized that good Redneck
bars are like good hippy bars: they are
community centers, like churches
and pubs in the old days, and dras
tically unlike our singles bars where
every person is so radically on his or
her own.
My skinny barmaid friend looked
up at one lumberjack fellow, who was
clomping around in his White logger
boots and smiling his most winsome.
She said, “ You’re just one of those
boys with a sink full of dishes. You
ain’t looking for nothing but someone
dumb enough to come and wash your
dishes. You go home and play your
radio.”
A sink full of dirty dishes. And
laundry. There are aspects of living
alone that can be defined as going
out to the J.C. Penney store and buy
ing $33 worth of new shorts and
socks and t-shirts because every
thing you own is stacked up raunchy
and stinking on the far side of the
bed. And going out and buying paper

There are,
after all, good
Rednecks and
bad Rednecks.
plates at K-mart because you’re tired
of eating your meals crouched over
the kitchen sink. You finally learn
about dirty dishes. They stay dirty.
And those girls, like my skinny friend,
have learned a thing or two. There are
genuine offers of solace and com
panionship, and there are dirty dishes
and nursing. And then a trailer house,
and three babies in three years, dia
pers, and he’s gone to Alaska for the
big money. So back to barmaiding,
this time with kids to support, baby
sitters.
Go home and play your radio.

" ft
here is, of course, another Mon® tana. Consider these remarks
from the journals of James and Gran
ville Stewart, 1862:
JANUARY 1, 1862. Snowed in the
forenoon. Very cold in the afternoon.
Raw east wind. Everybody went to
grand ball given by John Grant at
Grantsville and a severe blizzard
blew up and raged all night. We
danced all night, no outside storm
could dampen the festivities.

8861- ‘Jeuiiwns—tyaym id 'is uow iJ

here in the mountain West. In 1923
Charlie Russell agreed to speak
before the Great Falls Booster Club.
After listening to six or seven booster
speeches, he tore up his own talk and
spoke. This is what he said:

JANUARY 2. Still blowing a gale
this morning. Forty below zero and
the air is filled with driving, drifting
snow. After breakfast we laid down
on the floor of the several rooms, on
buffalo robes that Johnny furnished,
all dressed as we were and slept until
about two-o'clock in the afternoon,
when we arose, ate a fine dinner,
then resumed dancing which we
kept up with unabated pleasure...
danced until sunrise.

"In my book a pioneer is a man
who turned all the grass upside
down, strung bob-wire over the dust
that was left, poisoned the water and
cut down the Trees, killed the Indian
who owned the land, and called it
progress. If I had my way, the land
here would be like God made it, and
none of you sons of bitches would be
here at all."

JANUARY 3. The blizzard ceased
about daylight, but it was very cold
with about fourteen inches of snow
badly drifted in places and the
ground bare in spots. We estimated
the cold at about thirty-five below,
but fortunately there was but little
wind. After breakfast all the visitors
left for home, men, women, and chil
dren, all on horseback. Everyone got
home without frost bites.
Sounds pretty good. But Gran
ville Stewart got his. In the great and
deadly winter of 1886-1887, before
they learned the need of stacking hay
for winter, when more than one mil
lion head of cattle ran the Montana
ranges, he lost two-thirds of his cow
herd. Carcasses piled in the coulees
and fence corners come springtime,
flowers growing up between the ribs
of dead longhorn cattle, and the mild
breezes reeking with decay. A one
time partner of Stewart’s, Conrad
Kohrs, salvaged 3,000 head out of
35,000. Reports vary, but you get the
sense of it.
Over across the Continental Di
vide to where the plains begin on the
east side of the Crazy Mountains, in
the Two Dot country, on bright morn
ings you can gaze across the enor
mous swale of the Musselshell, north
and east to the Snowy Mountains, 50
miles distant and distinct and clear in
the air as the one mountain bluebell
you picked when you came out from
breakfast.
But we are not talking spring, we
are talking winter and haystacks. A
man we know, let’s call him Davis
Patten, is feeding cattle. It’s Febru
ary, and the snow is drifting three feet
deep along the fence lines, and the
wind is carrying the chill factor down
to about 30 below. Davis Patten is
pulling his feed sled with a team of
yellow Belgian geldings. For this job,
it’s either horses or a track-layer, like
a Caterpillar D-6. The Belgians are
cheaper and easier to start.
Davis kicks the last remnant of
meadow hay, still greenish and smell
ing of dry summer, off the sled to the
trailing cattle. It’s three o’clock in the
afternoon and already the day is set
tling toward dark. Sled runners creak
on the frozen snow. The gray light is
murky in the wind, as though inhab
ited, but no birds are flying anywhere.

The lasting thing
we have learned
here, is to resist
the beguilements
of power and
money.
«

Davis Patten is sweating under his in
sulated coveralls, but his beard is
frozen around his mouth. He heads
the team toward the barns, over
under the cottonwood by the creek.
Light from the kitchen windows
shows through the bare limbs. After '
he has fed the team a bait of oats,
then Davis and his wife Loretta will
drink coffee laced with bourbon.
Later they watch television, peo
ple laughing and joking in bright Sony
color. In his bones Davis recognizes,
as most of us do, that the principal
supporting business of television is
lies, truths that are twisted about a
quarter turn. Truths that were never 1
truths. Davis drifts off to sleep in his
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“ Son,” he said, “ you better calm
yourself, because if you don’t, things
are going to get real Western here for
a minute.”
Barca-Lounger. He will wake to the
white noise from a gray screen.
It is important to have a sense of
all this. There are many other lives,
this is just one, but none are the lives
we imagine when we think of running
away to Territory.
Tomorrow Davis Patten w ill
begin his day chopping ice along the
creek with a splitting maul. Stock
water, a daily chore. Another day with
ice in his beard, sustained by memo
ries of making slow love to Loretta
under down comforters in their cold
bedroom. Love, and then quickfoot
ing it to the bathroom on the cold
floors, a steaming shower. Memories
of a bed that reeks a little of child
making.
The rewards of the life, it is said,
are spiritual, and often they are. Just
standing on land you own, where you
can dig any sort of hole you like, can
be considered a spiritual reward, a
reason for not selling out and hitting
the Bahamas. But on his winter after
noons Davis Patten rem em bers
another life. For ten years, after he
broke away from Montana to the
Marines, Davis hung out at the drag
ster tracks in the San Joaquin Valley,
rebuilding engines for great, roaring,
.ass-busting machines. These days he
sees their stripped red-and-white
dragchutes flowering only on Sunday
afternoons. The “ Wide World of
Sports.” Lost horizons. The intricate
precision of cam shaft adjustments.
x In the meantime, another load of
hay.
p in towns along the highline,
B row ning and H arlem and
Malta, people are continually dying
from another kind of possibility.
Another shot of Beam on the rocks
and Annie Greensprings out back
after the bars are closed. In Montana
they used to erect little crosses along
the highways wherever a fatality oc
curred. A while back, outside Brown
ing, they got a dandy. Eleven deaths

in a single car accident. Guinness
Book of World Records. Verities. The
highway department has given up the
practice of erecting crosses: too
many of them are dedicated to the
disenfranchised.
Out south of Billings the great
coal fields are being strip-mined. Pos
sibilities. The history of Montana and
the West, from the fur trade to tomor
row, is a history of colonialism, both
material and cultural. Is it any wonder
we are so deeply xenophobic, and re
gard anything east of us as suspect?
The money and the power always
came from the East, took what it
wanted, and left us, white or Indian,
with our traditions dismantled and
our territory filled with holes in the
ground. Ever been to Butte? About
half the old town was sucked into a
vast open-pit mine.
erities. The lasting thing we
have learned here, if we ever
learn, is to resist the beguilements of
power and money. Hang on to your
land. There won’t be any more. Be
superstitious as a Borneo tribesman.
Do not let them photograph our shy,
bare-breasted beauties as they wash
clothes along the stream bank. Do
not let them steal your soul away in
pictures, because they will if they get
a chance, just as Beadle’s NickelDime Library westerns and Gene
Autry B-movies gnawed at the soul of
this country where we live. Verities
have to be earned, and they take time
in the earning—time spent gazing
out over your personal wind-glazed
fields of snow. Once earned, they in
habit you in complex ways you can
not name, and they cannot be given
away. They can only be transmogri
fie d — transformed into something
surreal or fantastic, unreal. And ours
have been, and always for the same
reason: primarily the titilla tio n of
those who used to be Easterners,
who are everywhere now.
These are common sentiments

Illustration by Tim Braun

So what are we left with? There
was a great dream about a just and
stable society, which was to be Amer
ica. And there was another great
dream about wilderness individuals,
mountain men we have called them,
who would be the natural defenders
of that society. But our society is
hugely corrupt, rich and impossibly
complex, and our great simple indivi
duals can define nothing to defend,
nothing to reap but the isolation im
plicit in their stance, nothing to gain
for their strength but loneliness. The
vast, sad, recurrent story which is so
centrally American. Western Red
necks cherish secret remnants of
those dreams, and still try to live
w ithin them. No doubt a foolish
enterprise.
But that’s why, full of anger and
a kind of releasing joy, they plunge
their Snowcats around frozen lakes
at 90 miles an hour, coming in for a
whiskey stop with eyes glittering and
icicles bright in their whiskers, and
why on any summer day you can look
into the sky over Missoula and see
the hang-gliding daredevils circling
higher than the mountains. That’s
why you see.grown men climbing fro
zen waterfalls with pretty colored
ropes.
And then there seems to be a
shooting a week in the doublewide
village. Spastic violence. You know,
the husband wakes up from his
drunk, lying on the kitchen floor with
the light still burning, gets himself an
Alka-Seltzer, stumbles into the living
room, and there is Mother on the
couch with half her side blown away.
The 12-gauge is carefully placed back
where it belongs on the rack over the
breakfront. Can’t tell what happened.
Must have been an intruder.
Yeah, the crazy man inside us.
Our friends wear Caterpillar D-9 caps
when they’ve never pulled a friction in
their lives, and Buck knives in little
leather holsters on their belts, as if
they might be called upon to pelt out
a beaver at any moment. Or maybe
just stab an empty beer can. Ah,
wilderness, and suicidal nostalgia.
Which gets us to another kind of
pioneer we see these days, people
who come to the country with what
seems to be an idea that connection
with simplicities will save their lives.
Which simplicities are those? The
condescension implicit in the pro
gram is staggering. If you want to feel
you are being taken lightly, try sitting
around while someone tells you how
he envies the simplicity of your life.
What about Davis Patten? He says he
is staying in Montana, and calling it
home. So am I.
Despite the old Huckleberry
Finn— mountain man notion of strik
ing out for the territory, I am going to
hang on here, best I can, and nourish
my own self. I know a lovely woman
who lives up the road in a log house,
on what is left of a hard-earned farm
stead. I’m going to call and see if
she’s home. Maybe she’ll smile and
come have a glass of beer with me
and my cronies.

William Kittredge’s stories and essays have
appeared in a number of periodicals including
Harper’s and Rolling Stone. This essay is part
of Owning It All published by St. Paul’s
Graywolf Press.
Susan Abelson is a painter living in the Twin
Cities.
Connie Gilbert is a free-lance graphic designer
in the Twin Cities.

SUNSIGHT
NEW AGE BOOKS & GIFTS

Nowserving your newage needs at 2 locations inthe Minneapolis/St. Paul metro area.
165 Western Ave. No.
St. Paul
228-1021

612 W. Lake Street
Minneapolis
823-1166

Expect Something Different
A lively collection o f gifts, clothing & jew elry

Beautify
and
Energize
Yourself
Services:
* Aromatherapy shampoo,
haircut, and style
$5.00
* Permanent wave
starts at
$14.00
• Color/tint............................... $9.00
• Therapeutic
aromatherapy facial
$9.00
■ Manicure or pedicure.........$4.00

All services are performed by supervised
students. Call (612) 331-1400; appoint
ments not always necessary.
Maximum Convenience

• Freeparking behind Institute/bike racks
• Located on bus lines

THE
BIBELOT
SHOP

Become a Student at the Horst
Education Center for Cosmetology
* Cosmetology Course

(1,550 hours).............. $5,350.00
* Skin Esthetics Course

(700 hours)................ $2,950.00

2276 Como Ave., St. Paul 646-5651
1082 Grand at Lexington 222-0321

• Nail Esthetics Course

(350 hours)................$1,200.00
Day and evening courses available.
Call (612) 378-7400 for more infor
mation.

The Education Center uses Aveda Aroma
therapy products made with pure, dis
tilled essences fromflowers and herbs.

Handmade Wedding Bands

A n afterthought
y o u ’t f neverforget
Luscious cafes a n d tortes,
bight (ate-dituierfare, a n d

horst education center
FOR ( OSM ETOUMA

Horst Institute. 400 Central Avenue S.E.. Minneapolis
Corner of 4th Street and Central Avenue

a fid b espresso menu,
beer a n d wine.

When you find each other,
the symbol is important.
Take the time.

LYON S PUB

T J Jam es Hunt
J l GOLDSMITH
studio in Mpls.

623-1123

Reasonably Priced

The Friendly , Neighborhood Bar in Downtown Minneapolis
Open u n til 1 1 p m Weekdays
1 2 a m Friday & Saturday

8 5 0 G rand A venue
at
Victoria Crossing
2 2 4 -4 9 8 3

16 South Sixth Street, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55402
333-6612
Great Food Served Daily
11:00 a.m.-11:00 p.m.
Happy Hour Mon.-Fri.
4:30 p.m.-7:00 p.m.
Dancing, Video Nightly
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It has been long my
I

deliberate judgment that
all bankrupts, of whatsoever
denomination, civil or
•r

religious, ought to be hanged.

Charles Lamb, 1829

hat may seem a rather ex
of a cocky fellow who went through
treme attitude, but in fact
bankruptcy and came out cockier
not many years before Mr.
than ever: “ Failure has gone to his
Lamb’s outburst the courts
head.”
of England did occasionally hang Traditionally, bankruptcy was a
bankrupts (which was at least more
process by which a business that
civil than the Roman treatment, dis
was going belly up could declare
m em berm ent). Needless to say,
King’s X on all its debts, and then let
America’s rulers— being devoted to
its creditors line up in an orderly
capitalism and sensibly recognizing
fashion to collect whatever money
debt as a necessary ingredient of it —
became available in the company’s li
have always taken a much more kind
quidation. Bankruptcy still usually
ly approach to those who fall into the
means liquidation. But thanks to that
financial ditch. In recent years this
magical section of the Code known
humanitarian side of our federal gov
as Chapter 11, bankruptcy now often
ernment has been particularly evi
means simply “ reorganization.”
dent in its use of the Bankruptcy
■ / ,
passed, Theodore Eisenberg, a law
Reform Act of 1978 (which we will
professor at UCLA, flatly judged it to
hapter 11 allows anybody,
sometimes refer to as the Code) to
any partnership, any corpo
be “ a failure.” Generally he was right,
protect and enrich financially trou
ration to seek the shield of
but in one respect he was quite
bled corporations, and others.
bankruptcy. They don’t have
wrong. The Code has been a smash
Let me put that more plainly. By
to be broke. They can be in fa ct— ing
as success as a gigantic loophole
“ others” I mean corporate dead
many of our recent “ bankrupt” corpo
through which some of our largest
beats, cheats, high-rolling board
rations have been— highly profitable.
corporations have moved to avoid the
room gamblers, m illionaire fly-byWhen they are received into the
demands of other federal and state
night polluters and a wide variety of
bosom of Chapter 11, these bank
laws. And they have moved with a
other scoundrels. Indeed the bank
rush. In the Code’s first three years,
rupts, though they could easily pay
ruptcy policy of this country, since
their debts, become instantly im
the number of businesses seeking
passage of the Code, has been suffi
the protection of bankruptcy in
mune from creditors. Immediately
ciently perverse that it has inspired
creased 300 percent.
they can cancel all contracts, all
scholarly papers with such titles as
The most dramatic development
a g re e m e n ts . C u rre n t la w s u its
“ Is the Bankruptcy Code a Refuge for
was not in their number, however, but
against the company enter limbo; no
Criminal Offenders?”
in the 18-karat quality of some of the
new lawsuits can be started. To be
t used to be that bankruptcy
largest ones— major corporations in
sure, the bankruptcy court may later
carried a strong ta in t. No
the very bloom of financial health, or
decide that some of the contracts
more. Not today. We have
at least having no more than the snif
and agreements should be revved up
entered a new age. “ Now,”
fles.
again, and eventually the litigation
says Ronald Hoelscher, head of a ma
□ When Johns-Manville took
may resume. But for the moment, the
jor commercial real estate firm in
bankruptcy in 1982, it had a net worth
bankruptcy novitiate is blissfully free
Houston, a; city whose leading citi
of all care and responsibility, and
(total shareholders’ equity) of $1.2
zens are often drunk on the elixir of
with any luck this blissfulness may
billion and was making a nice profit.
bankruptcy, “ it’s something you pull
It’s still in Chapter 11 and still making
last for several years, with creditors
out of your satchel when you need it.”
and claimants of every sort growing
a nice profit.
Indeed, some of the corporations that
□ When the pharmaceutical
pale and wan at the factory gate as
take that route these days are so ar
they wait for the “ reorganizing” cor
firm of A.H. Robins took bankruptcy
rogantly casual about it that they re
in 1985, it had annual sales of more
poration to emerge from Chapter 11.
mind one of what Wilson Mizner said
than $600 million and profits of more
Three years after the Code was

T

C

8

Clinton St. Quarterly— Summer, 1988

'

than $60 million annually; Wall Street
estimated its net worth at between $1
billion and $3 billion.
□ When Ling-Temco Vought, a
major defense contractor and the na
tion’s No. 2 steelmaker, placed itself
in bankruptcy in 1986, it was at that
time the largest U.S. company (65
subsidiaries, 56,000 workers, 78,000
retirees) ever to declare bankruptcy:
LTV’s revenues in 1985 hit $8.5 billion
(twice as much as its debts).
□ Texaco took the record from
LTV in 1987 as the biggest company
to declare bankruptcy in U.S. history.
It had $3 billion in cash and market
able securities and total assets of
more than $35 billion— several times
more than its outstanding debts.
□ When three of H.L. Hunt’s
sons placed Placid Oil Co. in bank
ruptcy in 1986, the company had $2
billion in assets, more than enough
-cash flow and collateral to meet its
debts, and it was angling to expand
its oil business.
.□ When th^trustees of Jim and
Tammy Faye Bakker’s PTL ministry
took it into bankruptcy in 1987, their
piousjndustry owed only about $60
million and was worth at least $180

million, mainly because it includes
the twenty-five-hundred-acre resort
(Heritage U.S.A.) near Fort Mill, S.C.,
complete with a five-hundred-andfour-room hotel, a twenty-one-story
hotel tower, condos, single-family
homes and a shopping mall built to
resemble an early twentieth-century
Main Street. As for income, the Chris
tian suckers had historically supplied
PTL with about ten million dollars a
month.
n each of these cases, and in
dozens of others that never
made it to the front page, the
corporations that went into
Chapter 11 bankruptcy were healthy.
Why, then, did they do it? Because
Chapter 11 is one of the pleasanter
ways to avoid the underside of real
capitalism. As Big Business’s min
strels have told us and retold us so
many times that we have suffered a
partial lobotomy, the glory of America
is that we are a nation that takes
risks. They kept telling us that risk is
the very blood of capitalism; the lack
of it the anemia of socialism. They
want us to believe capitalists are all
robust daredevils, regular w ildcat
ters, ready to gamble-everything for

the big pot, the gusher; ready to lose
everything, too, if it comes to that,
and then hock their shirt and try
again. Hollywood used that plot on us
more than once (e.g., Boom Town,
with Clark Gable and Spencer Tracy),
but everyone who has outgrown folk
tales and 1930s scripts knows all too
well that much of big business perks
along on a riskless capitalism —on a
kind of “ guaranteed” capitalism or
“ insured” capitalism or semisocialistic capitalism. It is capitalism in
which most of the risk is to the worker
and the consumer, and as little as
possible to the producer and owner
and financier.
he Bankruptcy Reform Act,
at least in some parts, is
just another ingredient of
that kind of capitalism.
Tnat can be seen in Francisco A.
Lorenzo’s use of Chapter 11. Lorenzo,
who entered the airline business in
1972 by taking over bankrupt Texas
International Airlines, does not like
unions. Not surprisingly, when he
started New York Air, he did it with
nonunion labor. When he made a
move to buy Continental Airlines in
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1981, its union employees frantically
.tried to buy the airline as the only cer
tain way to block him. But they lost
and he won, and exactly two years
after becoming Continental’s major
ity stockholder he went into Chapter
11 and (with the bankruptcy court’s
a p p ro v a l) c a n c e le d a ll u n io n
contracts.
Was this a life or death matter?
Did he really need to get rid of the
unions? Not at all. The airline was not
broke; although its income was skim
py enough to make the use of union
labor somewhat risky, Continental’s
workers were cooperating with man
agement in trimming the budget. In
1982, the first year of his ownership,
the pilots’ union had given back $100
million in salary concessions, and
just before he declared bankruptcy
the pilots and mechanics and flight
attendants had agreed to a total of
$150 million in give-backs. It was
plain that C ontinental's workers
would make any reasonable sacrifice
to keep the line going. But that was
not enough for Lorenzo, who was
determined to rid himself of the need
to negotiate with unions under any

their argument. If Lorenzo went into
bankruptcy just to bust the union (as
all circumstantial evidence seems to
indicate), then he was breaking the
law, and the bankruptcy court was a
co-felon in allowing him to do so, for
there is that quaint piece of writing
called the National Labor Relations
Act that requires companies to bar
gain in good faith. The Bankruptcy
Reform Act of 1978 is not supposed
to be used to obliterate the NLRA.
ne feels a bit naive talking
about “ good faith” in this
context. In fact the Code,
written by Congressmen
who apparently were embarrassed by
ethical considerations, makes no
explicit requirement that those who
take bankruptcy do so in good f a it h meaning that they not misuse the
Bankruptcy Reform Act to achieve an
unfair advantage over competing
business, or over labor unions, or
over workers who are suing them for
damages, or to cover past crimes or
to escape penalties for having broken
nonbankruptcy laws. The Code is not
supposed to be used like an ace up

the sleeve or a knife in the boot. If a
bankruptcy judge catches a business
(or person) using it in that way, he is
supposed to throw them out of court.
giving the Hunt brothers a greater
Written into the Code or not, good
paper fortune than their father had
faith has always been an implicit re
earned in real money in his entire life
quirement since the first permanent
of hunting oil. Their speculative suc
federal bankruptcy law wap passed in
cess caused real pain to the buying
1898. Nevertheless, in practice it
public. Film, flatware, the price of
means virtually nothing. Rarely does
anything with a silver ingredient went
a bankruptcy judge question the faith
sky-high.
Billionaire.s though they were,
of big business.
Nowhere is bad faith more pun
the Hunts were not so foolish as to
gent than in the Chapter 11 now pro
use only their own money for the
tecting several sons of the late H.L.
gamble. They borrowed millions from
Hunt of Texap, once one of the weal
banks and brokerage houses, which,
thiest men in America and one of the
caught up in the Hunts’ delirium, also
most domesticated, so to speak, for
bought silver heavily on their own.
hen came the fall. Pres
he contrived through a fascinating
shell game of matrimony and bigamy
sures exerted by equally
to produce three families (fourteen
ruthless pirates on the New
York Commodity Exchange,
children).
the largest silver market in the world,
Of these offspring, the two who
seem to have been stocked with most
drove the price down to $15.80, and at
of H.L.’s predatory genes are Bunker
that point the Hunts told their big
Hunt and Herbert Hunt, close allies in
creditors that the silver they had cor
several shady, if not downright crook
nered would no longer cover their
ed, enterprises that we will briefly
debts and they would not put up any
sketch here as a talisman of their
more collateral for their loans. In
business character.
other words, they were welshing.
en years ago Bunker and
The financial world went into a
tizzy. When rumors spread that sev
H e rb e rt f ir s t becam e
known for their rapacious
eral banks and some of the biggest
ness when they tried to cor
brokerage houses were in deep trou
ner the soybean market by buyingble
fufrom playing the Hunts’ game,
tures contracts for 24 million bushels
stock prices dropped to the lowest
— about one-third the total U.S. sup
level in five years.
ply. Federal law decrees that no per
Here was a wonderful possibil
son, or group acting in collusion, can
ity. Let’ them go under! Business
hold futures contracts for more than
Week appraised the situation correct
3 million bushels. When the Com
ly: “ They played a dangerous game
modity Futures Trading Commission
for high stakes. They guessed wrong,
caught Bunker and Herbert, the boys
and they lost. They should be forced
put on a farcical act of innocence.
to liquidate other assets and cover
Collusion? Nonsense! Bunker said
their losses—just as any speculators
he was absolutely bowled over to
would have to do.” Exactly. If the
learn that brother Herbert was also
Hunts had been forced to dismantle
interested in soybeans. And both
swore they had no idea their teenage
c h ild re n were buying soybean
futures.
The CFTC, made up of easygo
ing rascals, let them get by with it. So
a few years later the Hunts set out qn
a much more socially devastating
adventure—to corner the silver mar
ket. When they started buying, silver
sold for $3 an ounce. By 1980 their
gigantic purchases— at one point
they controlled two thirds of the silver
in circulation in the world — had
driven the price to $50.35 an ounce,

T

Chapter 11 allows
anybody, any
partnership, any
corporation to seek
the shield of
bankruptcy. They
can be in fact— s
many of our recent
u
bankrupt”
corporations have
been— highly
profitable.
condition, and so in 1983 he dove into
Chapter 11, pleading the desperate
need for “ reorganization.” De-unionizing was apparently the only reor
ganization he had in mind; in 1984 he
climbed out of Chapter 11, thus end
ing what William F. Buckley hailed as
“ arguably the most important sym
bolic economic struggle of the dec
ade.” And within three years, having
grown rich from scab labor, Lorenzo
was ready to buy Eastern Airlines
(again with the frantic opposition of
the unions).
Devout capitalists may hail Lor
enzo’s victory as solid proof of the
need of Chaptej 11 to give hard
working managers a breathing space
so they “can keep their c6tnpanies
alive. There is, however, one signifi
cant quibble that must be made to
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at least part of their empire to pay
their debts, and if some of their Wall
Street cronies had gone under, what
an enlightening event it would have
been. Picking through the rubble of
that collapse, the public could have
seen the rotten core of the business
establishment.
To prevent that exposure, Feder
al Reserve Chairman Paul Volcker
stepped in. Only a few months earlier
he had set guidelines that were—or
so he said— intended to prevent
loans to speculators. The banks who
lent to the Hunts had violated those
guidelines, but that didn’t bother
Volcker, for he was willing to violate
them, too. He went to other banks
and put together a $1.1 billion loan to
save the Hunts’ hides—and save the
hides of their creditors.
But to obtain the $1.1 billion
loan, the Hunts had to pledge as col
lateral pieces of Placid Oil, their main
holding company.
Now we jump ahead to 1986. Oil
prices have fallen so drastically that
the Hunts cannot make payments on
their loan. Once again, they try to
welsh. But this time the banks move
in on them and are about to foreclose.
At last, hallelujah! the Hunts will
have to pay for all their dirty work.
No, that’s not the way things
work. It was for scoundrels like the
Hunts and for crises like theirs that
Chapter 11 was w ritten. So just
before the banks foreclosed on them,
the Hunt boys rushed into that haven,
from which they continue to operate
their oil business just as a lw a y s thumbing their noses at the bank
ruptcy judge who flatly ordered them
not to risk more of their money on oil
explorations— and have continued to
throw their fabulous parties for right
wing politicians and shopworn so
cialites, celebrating' a life in which
such phrases as “ good faith” are
only ragged pennants fluttering over
the judiciary’s lemonade stand.

and then take the plunge at the last
second. “ Petitions in bankruptcy,”
write Professors Baird and Jackson,
“ are typically filed only moments
before a secured creditor repossess
es the firm ’s assets or the IRS levies
on them....The managers are often
literally only one step ahead of the
sheriff.”

debtor-creditor issues by over fifty
jurisdictions.” For the first time in our
history, Congress has set up special
bankruptcy courts, manned by a
small, ingrown group of judges and
specialists, who, like priests under
the Pharaohs, live isolated from the
outside world.

e should have known

W

from the beginning that
there was something
phony about the re
formed Code; there was certainly
something suspicious about the date
of its birth. The first permanent bank
ruptcy act, as I mentioned earlier,
was passed by Congress in 1898—a
year of economic panic and depres
sion. The purpose of the act was sim
ply to bring order into the chaos of
creditor-debtor relations. And the
same purpose motivated Congress
when most of the significant amend
ments were made to that act in 1938
—once again, notice, a year of deep
depression. But 1978 was very dif
ferent. Here was a year of great na
tional affluence and stability, a year
when the business boom was reflect
ed across the nation by a dramatic in
crease in the number of skyscrapers
in all major cities (builders’ bankrupt
cies dropped to their lowest level in
twenty-five years).
Why, then, did Congress sudden
ly feel the need for “ reforming” the
Bankruptcy Code? Because (or so my
paranoia te lls me) co rp o ra tio n s
wanted new features in the Code that
would give them more maneuvera
b ility — enough maneuverability to
get around some of the demands of
nonbankruptcy laws when the going
got a little tough. The bankruptcy
laws of 1898 and 1938 were passed to
help merchants, primarily. The Bank
ruptcy Reform Act of 1978 was
passed primarily to help big busi
T h e ir is o la tio n s o m e tim e s
ness. That is particularly the purpose
makes them render nutty decisions,
of Chapter 11.
and the bankruptcy laws that they
Just how useful it could be was
have been given to work with make
them nuttier. Consider the unreality
seen very soon. The new law went in
to effect in 1979, and three years later
of this moderately famous case: W il
liam Kovacs operated a notorious
J o h n s -M a n v ille and tw o other,
y now you will have been
hazardous-waste disposal business
smaller corporations (UNR Industries
struck by several startling
and Amatex Corporation) ducked into
in Ohio. The state accused him of cre
(at least they were to me)
ating a massive pollution problem
Chapter 11 to avoid being hit by bil
features of the Bankruptcy
lions of dollars in punitive lawsuits
and a court ordered him to clean up
Reform Act. For one thing, you from
will w orkers hurt or k ille d by
his mess. He violated the order. So
have noticed that corporations going
Ohio stepped in and started to clean
asbestos. through Chapter 11 are anything but
up the mess itself, intending to
Here was the first. Here was the
humble in the process. They continue
big breakthrough. It was such a
charge Kovacs for the work. But
to act in their usual overbearing man
shocking revelation of what wealthy
Kovacs, meanwhile, had filed for
ner. And why not? After all, manage
Chapter 11. The bankruptcy court,
corporations intended to do and
ment in Chapter 11 doesn’t have to
could do with “ reformed” bankruptcy
backed by the U.S. Supreme Court,
turn over the operation of the busi
that some innocent observers would
ruled that Ohio couldn’t collect. It
ness to a court-appointed trustee, as
not believe that the co-opteds of Con
seems that if Ohio had fined Kovacs,
used to be the rule. Oh, no. Nowadays
it could have collected; but.the state
gress had written it that way on pur
the same old. executive gang is al
was asking him for a reimbursement,
pose. As one scholar insisted, “ Con
lowed to go on running the show,
gress...did not anticipate that a
and that qualified as a debt, and
even in bankruptcy; and although
healthy and solvent corporation
bankruptcy law excuses debts. It’s a
there may be a trustee or judge in the
might seek refuge from tort liability in
splitting of hairs that nonbankruptcy
wings scolding and giving advice, the
the Bankruptcy Reform Act’s Chapter
law would never accept. Ordinary law
business execs don’t have to pay
11 reorganization provisions.”
would let a state collect either kind of
much attention. Not if the corpora
But that was exactly what Con
money.
tion is big enough. Bigness is what
gress had intended, as proved by the
oes Ohio v. Kovacs make
I m a n y sense at all? It raises
counts. Bigness can get by with any
fact that in the six years since Man
^ B th e question of whether a
thing. When a corporation like LTV or
ville’s move it has made not one ges
a H i ^ ^ lawbreaker who claims
Texaco or Johns-Manville comes to
ture toward rewriting Chapter 11 to in
court and asks for Chapter 11, it is the
clude only broke or nearly-broke cor
bankruptcy should be treated with
proverbial eight-hundred-pound goril
more consideration than a lawbreak
porations.
la, and Harvey R. Miller of New York, a
t is not just Chapter 11 that
er who doesn’t. But there are two
bankruptcy expert, supplies the
properly offends some legal
much more fundamental questions
punch lineofthat old chestnut: “ If the
that we should consider: First of all,
scholars, however. It is the
gorilla wants to dance, you dance.”
whole tone of the Bankruptcy
yvhy should any company— solvent
Reform Act, and the Rube Goldberg
or insolvent, upright or shady— be
round most of the head
given more protection, more advan
world of legal favoritism in which, as
Professor Eisenberg of UCLA puts it,
lined bankruptcies hangs
tages than any other company just
“ bankruptcy law is perceived as an
the smoke of deception,
because one claims bankruptcy and
area separate from the rest of the
of sneakiness. Whether
the other doesn’t? Why should we
legal w o rld ” and “ inadeq uately
liquidating or reorganizing, corpora
allow a separate, Elitist business
category to exist, supervised by a
reflects bankruptcy law’s existence
tions generally know they will benefit
separate, Elitist judiciary? Secondly,
by catching their creditors off guard,
as part of a legal structure that in
cludes other federal laws, a Constitu
there is the matter of risk mentioned
giving no hint of the upcoming action.
Managers stall as long as they can,
tio n , and de ta ile d tre a tm e n t of
at the outset of this article. Risk is the

B

essential element in the evolution of
business. Risk weeds out the unfit.
A/obody suggests that all businesses
should be kept alive. Death should be
a natural attribute of capitalism, as it
is of nature. What does it really mat
ter if LTV Steel dies? It will be good
for the surviving species of steel com

When JohnsManville took
bankruptcy in 1982,
it had a net worth of
$1.2 billion and was
making a nice
profit. It’s still in
Chapter 11 and still
making a nice
profit.
panies. Onder its last reorganization
plan, Jim and Tammy Faye’s PTL
would pay off its unsecured creditors
over an eight-year period. Why should
they have to wait so long? Let PTL be
liquidated now, dismembered, got rid
of. Likewise, a fine morality tale
would be played out if the Hunt broth
ers were forced to sell everything (not
likely) to pay their debts and start
over again, in the footsteps of their
father, playing poker in Arkansas
gambling dives. That would be a
memorial to capitalism at its purest.
. What I’m proposing is simply an
end to this form of corporate cod
dling. But of course we will not end it.
We are too conditioned otherwise.
We are used to pampering big busi
ness in the name of employment and
in the name of economic security. We
would never think of forcing the
Code-addicted corporations to go
cold turkey, much less of withdrawing'
the life support system from corpo
rate veggies. Which is to say, as
Douglas Baird has said (Law and
Contemporary Problems, Vol. 50, No.
2), “ We have grown too accustomed
to living in a world with bankruptcy.”
Our moral reflexes are shot.
Robert Sherrill is a much published author and
' investigator. This story is from Spring 1988
issue of Grand Street.
Ann Morgan is a Twin Cities artist.
Eric Walljasper is a Twin Cities art director and
cat lover.
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COmADE
Cloud Of Unknowing
“The state of man:
inconstancy,
boredom, anxiety."
-Pascal

The concept of the
pregnant man touches
a deep and persistent
chord in our civilization.
The cover of a grocery
checkout tabloid
boasts about a man
carrying a child, but the
story, half a column in
length, turns out to be
that a disinterred body
in Dutch Guiana shows
a sizable tumor in his
girth. A hormonally
confused Senegalese is
widely reported (but
narrowly documented)
to have borne twins,
real milk has issued
from the breasts of an
109-year-old Cossack,
and a deluded fireman
in Pensacola insists he
is carrying Amelia Ear
hart’s baby, and rocks,
and rocks, and rocks.

Such stories make headlines be
cause, whether true or not, they turn
on an elemental obsession of our cul
ture and of all cultures—the idea that
woman is woman and man, man, and
any departure from this formula is a
marvel, a freak. And we like thinking
about freak occurrences because,
while they suggest the possibility of
monstrous error on the part of nature,
they are “ out there”—they do not
really touch the lives of those of us
outside the carney wagons.
It can be alarming for a male in
our culture to suddenly find himself
emulating the female of the species.
The expectant father is prone toward
all sorts of “ mother imitations” rang
ing from morning sickness, vomiting,
heartburn, and constipation through
such motherly other complaints as
backache, abdominal swelling, appe
tite changes, insomnia, snappish
ness, and a general dragged-out
feeling.
Couvade— in which fathers par
ticipate in rituals that mimic a moth
er’s preparation for childbirth — was
unknown to the West until the nine
teenth century, and the establish
ment of the modern science of
anthropology. As preliminary obser
vations and records were taken of
peoples long remote from European
and American academic eyes, longcherished attitudes about what was
civilized and what was savage began
to falter. Anthropological pioneers
were particularly taken by the habits
in different cultures surrounding
courtship, marriage, and childbear-

By Michael Finley

Anxiety and the
Expectant Man
Illustration by Zola Anne Belanger
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ing. The practice of ritual couvade,
manifested so similarly in cultures
that were continents and oceans
apart, alerted researchers such as
Margaret Meade in the South Seas
and George Gorer in the Himalayas
that something nearly universal had
been uncovered. It was remarkable in
its intensity, in its thoroughness, and
in its ornamental embellishments. It
was given the name couvade, for
brooding time, for hatching.
When the full moon had shown
its face thrice and the woman had not
purged herself in that time, the New
Guinea hunter withdrew from the rest
of the tribe. He began to construct his
own clothing for the waiting time, ear
rings of conch because his woman
wore conch and a headdress of the
feathers of the megapode, because it
was said that that bird, which walked
so close to the ground, was always
nesting.
He did not sit by the fires and
boast of his prowess, even though it
was not ordinarily his nature to down
play his accomplishments. He did not
want to bring down upon his family
the anger of spirits. He visited with
his wife’s family and eschewed his
own, even his own mother.
Through the fifth m onth he
worked hard gathering food and hunt
ing, and then he ceased going out in
to the forest to hunt, relying instead
upon the gifts of his woman’s people.
He put his energies toward building a
separate hut for himself, a stone’s
throw from the woman’s.
He prepared his food and she
prepared hers. At night they slept
apart, and he neither drank after dark
nor chewed the betel nor ate of the
soma roots. In the final weeks he took
to his bed alone, and prayed and
chanted as the spirits roiled inside
him, tormenting his parts. The forest
night was filled with his cries of
lamentation.
On the seventh day of his ordeal
the woman came to his hut—the first
time she had visited him. She handed
him her newborn child— a son. He
smiled, and pulled the infant to his
breast, and gave suck to him, for it
was his.

moment was the linear, dispassion
ate, deductive, problem-solving half
of the relationship, is suddenly oscil
lating in decidedly unm asculine
hemi-demi-semiquavers.
All of these perceptions are
misogynist claptrap, and transparent
misogynist claptrap at that. She was
never less logical, or practical or
acute at so-called male activities
than he. But he considered them his
domain nonetheless. And now the
poor fe llo w ’s w orld has turned
upside-down. His map of the universe
has been transformed. The mountain
ranges have become seas. The seas
have become stone. He’s got a lot of
orienting to do.
At the heart of this transforma
tion is mystery. To oversimplify, we
may say that (from the man’s point of
view) pregnancy for woman is pro
cess, for man, mystery. And it is
mystery as unresolvable and as
elusive as any religious enigma. Until
now, the inner workings of his part
ner’s body were no concern of his,
because they did not affect him. Now
the secret within her body not only af
fects him dramatically, but is one
which cannot simply be whispered
into his ear— it is too profound, too
resistant to ordinary description.
He sees his life as catastrophi
cally collided— much as a planet is
struck by a hurtling comet. And yet he
cannot see the approaching star. He
is asked to accept the good news on
faith, and he feels in the dark for the
sw itchthat is his faith, and he cannot
find it.

7?achel missed her period the
third month of trying, and within a
short time the urine tests confirmed
our best hopes and worst fears.
Sometime in mid-August, we two
would become three. It was terrific—
I wanted to be a dad— but I was am
bivalent; what did fatherhood mean?
From day one something was eating
at me about becoming a father. I
didn’t show it, but it was there, and it
bothered me.

F or many men, the fa ct o f their partners'
pregnancies is the first true mystery to come
their way in life.

The dilemma of the expectant
father today is simply ignorance. For
many men, the fact of their partners’
pregnancies is the first true mystery
to come their way in life. For once, it
is the mother who (to his thinking)
operates w ith in the tra d itio n a l
“ m a le ” p e rsp e ctive o f problem
solving.
She is the one who has calcu
lated and how notices the cessation
of menses; she is the one who con
sults with outside experts to deter
mine the nature of the situation; and
it is she who typically rolls up her
sleeves and gets to work planning the
project, conducting the research,
charting the progress from month
one to ten.
Amid this whirl of directed and
perfectly logical activity, the father’s
status shifts abruptly, and the tradi
tional roles played by the sexes do a
flip-flop.
Suddenly and horribly, it is the
man who feels omitted from the ex
citement of an important project. It is
the man who feels he hasn’t enough
data at his command with which to
make decisions. It is the man who
feels helpless and boggled at the
prospect of dramatic change in his
life w hile the woman goes her
businesslike way adapting.
She, carrying conclusive proof
of her condition under her belt, is free
to perform systems analysis and
chart timelines. He, who until this

Getting pregnant was the start
of a series of events that taught me
more about m yself than I ever
thought I’d need to know, much of it
unpleasant. Before the pregnancy
came to term, my Mister Goodguy act
would run the gamut of emotions.
Anger, guilt, desperation, anxiety, the
heebie-jeebies. This may sound
awful, but the closest thing in my life
to expecting our child was when I
was a kid, and my best friend’s dad
lay dying of cancer for six months.
The same awful sense of time sus
pended. The same inability, deep
down, to believe what was hap
pening.
I took Rachel out to dinner the
night the test results came in, and
she chattered merrily about the ex
citement in store for us. I kept up my
Mister Goodguy act, smiling and sug
gesting we drink a toast. Oh no,
Rachel said, no alcohol for her, not
until the baby’s born. But you go right
ahead.
So there I was on the very first
night of expectant fatherhood, drink
ing alone and just beginning to rea
lize the changes ahead. I even drank
an extra one, and claimed I was drink
ing it on Rachel’s behalf.
Couvade is a crisis of fa ith —the
faith a man has in his ability to face
the unknown. As the wife increaseth,
the husband decreaseth. In his de
spair, he is at the bottom of the barrel

Couvade is a crisis o f fa ith — the faith a man
has in his ability to face the unknown.
of his manhood. There he gropes for
something new in his composition to
help him to cope; and what he finds is
something very, very old— an ancient
technique to help man survive this
very normal but very upsetting ordeal.
Ancient tools, ancient tricks, an
cient masks. What he discovers is
that modern man and ancient man,
different as buttondown and buck
skin, are quite alike in one respect —
they both value their security, and are
both threatened when their manly ar
mor starts to crack.
The cloud of unknowing in which
the expectant father drifts can be a
torment. A man who cannot bear to
be kept in the dark about so impor
tant a matter as incipient parenthood
w ill have great d iffic u lty finding
peace and minimizing the stress of
transition to a new social status.
A man who, on the other hand,
understands that there is a purpose
for this suspension of his traditional
“ hunterly” practicality and clear
headedness, will be better able to
grope toward understanding and
adapting.
Couvade may be thought of as a
sustained, low-grade anxiety attack.
This may not be a pleasant way of
regarding it, but as such it does have
the advantage of having a beginning,
middle, and an end. That it does in
deed end, and with such a knowable
marvel at the end, i.e., a baby, is very
good news.
The man who understands that
couvade is a necessary preparation
for the new role of father, a rite of pas
sage or crisis in his development as
important in its secondary status as
pregnancy itself, can more easily
“ give himself” to thq couvade, hit bot
tom sooner, and find himself once
again on the surface of his life, this
time stronger, clearer, perhaps even
wiser.
While I was spreading the news
with one part of my head, another
part still seemed to be in the dark.
Periodically I’d ask myself how I felt.
Great, I answered. Fantastic, I’d tell
myself. Oh God, I finally broke down
and admitted— what in the world had
I got myself into?
I could feel myself shrinking, like
the wicked witch in The Wizard of Oz.
Day by day I felt increasingly insigni
ficant—whereas a year or so ago I
had been Romeo to Rachel’s Juliet,
now I was more like Friday to her
Crusoe.
She was so happy and busy and
businesslike, putting all our bureau
cratic ducks in a row— sorting out
our health insurance and maternity
leave benefits, lining up our doctor
and midwife, finding a good back-up
obstetrician—tasks that all seemed
somehow beyond me at the time.
I admired her so, but felt so in
adequate myself. My main accom
plishment was lugging a used air
conditioner up two flights and install
ing it in the bedroom. And when that
was over, feeling a sharp twinge
about midway up my back. My back
Would ache v ir tu a lly n o n -s to p
through the duration of Rachel’s
pregnancy.
The spectacle of ritual couvade
— it was called institutional couvade
because it followed a set form which
must not be deviated from — was an
astonishment to Western eyes, and
today still seems foreign, exotic and
unimaginably odd. Thus the sugges
tion that there is some connection
between what expectant fathers feel
and do today and what this pagan felt
and did in the woods of Borneo a halfcentury ago seems ludicrous and
worse, useless.
But consider the advantages of
our man in the field. Ask what his ob
jectives are as he undergoes his ritu
als. They are simple, but they are also

immense. He wants, first and fore
most, that his family be healthy and
whole. He does not wish to trade a
wife for a child, or vice versa, and in
this there is nothing obsolete about
him — expectant fathers cite this
worry as their number one source of
concern during pregnancy.
Couvade addressed this con
cern through ritual. By wearing spe
cial clothes and withdrawing from
the dangers of cheap society, by ab
staining from polluting substances,
by “ experiencing” trauma of birth
itself, he has taken the danger away
from the woman and onto himself. In
this sense couvade is far from a show
of “ womanishness” — it is bravery
and resourcefulness in the face of
the gravest, source of danger— angry
spirits. In its truest sense it is
heroism.
Second, our man wants to ex
press various things that need ex
pressing. He want to state unequivo
cally the bond that henceforth exists
between father and child— a state
ment that we in the West have strug
gled over the centuries to make, and
have usually failed at. He wants to an
nounce to the world that he accepts
his new responsibility and status as
father, and that his child, whom he
has not seen, is indeed his.
This stands in stark contrast to
the modern father, who greets the
prospective new arrival with large
helpings of incredulity and se lf
doubt.
Third, he wants to get himself
through a tortuous season without
losing his cool. The time of preg
nancy has always been one in which
powerful forces are at work, evil spir
its within and without a man easily
capable of violence, hysteria, hostil
ity, flight. Ritual couvade provides a
culturally sanctioned outlet for the
father to vent some of his passion. It
is an established safety valve for the
excess of emotion in the expectant
father.
He wants, finally, to tell himself
certain things—to admit to himself
what he is also admitting to his soci
ety. Whereas his life before centered
on the hunt, on the courtship, on the
games and friends, all that must now
change and he must accept these
changes. Couvade changes the
expectant father from the inside out,
as well as from the outside in. Once
he has successfully performed the
recommended tasks of couvade,
even the least articulate father-to-be
understands the powerful transition
he is caught up in, and is better able
to move within its currents.
Whereas most people think of
me as sociable, cheerful and out
going, a dark and sinister, Darth
Vaderish streak was beginning to
show. At work I found myself quarrel
ing at the drop of a hat, usually about
some perceived slight, but just as
often about my new, true field of ex
pertise, obstetrics and gynecology.
For some reason I took it upon myself
to wage war against the excesses of
the medical establishment. My col
leagues shook their heads— I was on
my way to being the company crank.
An angry, misanthropic side of
me blossomed. I became very impa
tient with colleagues reducing me to
the least common denominator of
EXPECTANT FATHER. Wherever I
went, it was, “ How’s the mother?” or
“ When’s that due-date again?”
It annoyed me th a t people
should have forgotten I was a human
being with diverse interests. I still
liked baseball, I still followed the
Brewers box scores. My work never
suffered, I never missed a meeting. I
read novels, not baby books. Why this
typecasting? Wasn’t I still me? I felt
betrayed by my so-called friends and
co-workers, and withdrew further and
further into my work.
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The only remaining issue to un
derstanding ritual couvade is to apply
the test of modernity to it. Does it
work? Or is it just some hocus-pocus,
backwoods weirdness that anthro
pologists dote on but doesn’t have
much to do with anything? How can
any reasonable person believe that
dressing up and pretending to have a
baby serves to anchor a man during
pregnancy?
The answer to this question is a
complicated one. But understanding
the appeal of maternity for men has
little to do w ith our concept of
modernity.
Week by week my back hurt
more and more. Pain killers couldn’t
touch it. Eventually I had to quit run
ning because exercise aggravated
the pain. It was like my rib and tenth
thoracic vertebra had collided and
were now sparking like downed pow
er lines. I squirmed in my chair at
work, and twisted from side to side as
I drove on the freeway. I was coming
apart at the seams and couldn’t
understand why.
Rachel was te rrific . By four
months she was clearly showing, and
morning sickness and drowsiness
were taking a heavy toll on her ener
gies. We would sit at nights and gaze
forlornly into one another’s eyes,
each knowing the other was uncom
fortable, each wishing he or she
could swap lives with the other for
just one day.
Days would go by and I would
numbly know that a baby was on the
way. Ten months seemed like eternity.
Gradually I came to think of preg
nancy as a permanent condition, an
ordeal that had no reasonable end.
Rachel gained weight. I did too.
Without exercise, with my back hurt
ing more and more, and without a
strong sense of my own center, I lay
about a lot, drinking several beers or
wines every evening, snacking on
popcorn out of a bowl with the capa
city of the Astrodome.
By mid-term we were obviously
going to have a baby. My back was
killing me, plus someone was clearly
living inside Rachel, and was pound
ing on the walls of her tummy, looking
for secret panels, I think. Rachel was
down to three or four outfits for the
duration of her pregnancy, and I was
down to two pairs of pants that would
still fit my expansive self.
We are moving more and more
toward the view that modern couvade
solves, in its frustrating, willy-nilly
way, the same problems as ritual
couvade. First, it re-inserts the man in
a process from which he has been re
moved. His complaints serve notice
to all that the change that is upon him
has not gone unnoticed.
In a subtler sense, a man’s psy
chosomatic lashing out at his own
body may be as magical as anything
anyone ever did in the jungles of
Borneo— his bellyaching may well be
an expression of his profound caring
for the partner and unborn child. De
spite his outward ambivalence, the
expectant father may well be acting
as decoy for the evil spirits of the
modern world, the bogeys of stress
and anxiety which prey on all our
weaknesses. This is modern man’s
one shot,'and in its recoil we get a
glimpse of something rare today— a
look at man’s unresolved need to nur
ture and to be nurtured.
Upon visiting the genetic coun
selor, I got my first true taste of the
horrors of parenthood. A cultivated
Spaniard, he gave us computer print
outs listing such possibilities as
Down’s syndrome and other chromo
somal abnorm alities, the risk of
spontaneous m iscarriage, neural
tube defects such as anencephaly,
spina bifida, congenital malforma
tions, ethnic genetic diseases, etc.
I felt my heart sink. How could I
have been ignoring these terrible real
ities? It struck me how irresponsible I
had been behaving, crossing my fin
gers and hoping for a lucky draw.
Face it, I told myself, no one’s
normal. Somehow I knew my child
would be a monster of unspeakable
deformity.

Watching the monitor on the
ultrasound machine, I saw my child
for the first tim e— skeleton first. It
was breathtaking, terrifying and gor
geous. For the first time, my knees
went a bit weak. There it was, turning
slowly in the monitor screen— my
replacement unit, stewing away in its
mother’s broth. And outside its chest
(at least it looked like that) its little
heart was beating away. It looked like
some sort of frantic, kiss-blowing
tulip.
It seemed so brave to me, all of a
sudden. Coming into existence, un
armed by anything at all except the
will to life. There it was, the most
helpless thing in the universe— and it
was a juggernaut.
Our worry deepened, and so did
my guilt. How could I be the kind of
caring, watchful parent my child de
served, I asked myself, if I continued
my indulgent, crackpot ways? I felt a
solemn seriousness set in. Rachel
was doing all the work, while I fretted
and sipped beer. I finally started read
ing the baby books—though I could
not finish any, as I kept looking up
from the books, daydreaming. My
son. I kept thinking. My daughter.
After all the travail of the cou
vade experience, there appears to be
but one sure-fire cure, the birth of a
child. Aspirin may help with head
aches. Maalox may help settle the
queasy stomach. A regimen of regu
lar exercise may help reduce stress

it was a somewhat public and there
fore legal admission of paternity.
Ritual couvade was also a valuable
outlet for potentially violent emo
tions. In social systems that tended
to shut the father out from the rest of
the family, couvade was a way for the
father to reinsert himself.
The beauty of ritual couvade
was that it was purposeful behavior.
And it was learned. It did not simply
“ occur” to a man to take to his bed
and commence pre-enactment of a
birth— it was expected, it was the
law.
Couvade today is, due to ignor
ance and lack of community support,
improvisatory on the part of the
father. He does what he can to
a c h ie v e th e sam e o b je c tiv e s
sketched above, in his blind effort to
assure the safety of mother, child and
yes, self. He has no idea he is “ doing”
anything. And yet, at some subcon
scious or unconscious level, some
kind of business is getting “ done,”
and in its own bumbling way it is em
pirical and it does indeed work.
Four days after the due date,
then five. Then one night we kissed
one another and went off to sleep.
Later Rachel told me that the
phone had rung, and some fool asked
her what she was wearing. Dis
gusted, she slammed the receiver
down, and grumbling remaneuvered
herself under the covers.

Suddenly, it is the man who feels omitted
from the excitement o f an important project.
levels overall. But only a flesh-andblood baby, squinting up at the new
father through his or her swaddle of
receiving blankets, can ultimately
and effectively end the transforma
tive process. Thus one great mystery
comes to an end, and another, per
haps even greater mystery, makes
itself known, with a fanfare of squalls
and frowns.
In the end, of course, it is foolish
to speak of couvade as having any
sort of cure. Diseases are cured, life
struggles only “ happen.” It would be
truer to think of couvade as a cure it
self, for it is nature’s instinctual
school for fatherly preparation. What
ever it is that a man brings with him
into couvade, he exits as a new
father. Modern man is compelled to
admit what the so-called savage
engaged in ritual couvade knew for
centuries—that it works.
MA

Soon it was summer. I polished
off the last of the baby books and
went and dug up an old shower cur
tain and spread it on the bed. This, I
told myself, would keep all that blood
from destroying the mattress and box
springs.
The baby still needed a name. I
issued the decree that if it were a boy
his name would be Isaac, for “ he
laughs.” My son would have a tough
time in the future without a sense of
humor, I decided. His would be builtin.
If it was a girl? I didn’t know that
yet. No name seemed right. Rachel
wanted to name the child after her
father, Daniel, who had passed away
when she was sixteen. But Danielle
seemed too francaise or something.
We would be condemning our child to
be coquette for life. I assured Rachel
I’d come up with the right name.
We attended a party at the medical/dental clinic where Rachel had
been working, and I watched on as
she danced the tango, the jitterbug,
and other steps with a dashing doc
tor friend. She was rotund, yet so
graceful on the dance floor. She had
never looked so beautiful to me.
Ritual couvade achieved a vari
ety of ends. It functioned to protect
the infant and mother by serving as a
“ decoy” to evil spirits in the vicinity. It
served as a symbolic expression of
the close physical and moral bond
between father and child. It signaled
acceptance of a new role and status
in society, lest anyone doubted. And

We woke up around midnight,
the bedding swamped with water.
Rachel’s bag had ruptured in her
sleep. We turned on the lights,
glanced at one another. Without a
word I rose and called Felicia, the
midwife. I moved in a kind of unthink
ing but purposeful fog. Rachel began
to worry about various things. I pat
ted her hand and stroked her face.
She had the look of a condemned
prisoner.
She asked me to listen through
the fetuscope for a heartbeat. I lis
tened and could detect no heartbeat.
Rachel panicked. I looked at her,
sucked in my breath, and told her I
was picking up a beat. C o u n tin g 140 beats per minute! It was a lie, a
very dangerous one, but it relaxed
Rachel, who I now saw was ready to
trade her life for this new one inside
her. If she was willing to take a risk, I
thought, so was I.
Felicia arrived, Doppler in hand,
and took the baby’s pulse. My heart
was tripping so quickly I half ex
pected her stethoscope to pick it up.
Beat! Beat! I urged that little tulip in
side the baby, and sagged with relief
when the reading showed a strong
heartbeat at — get th is — precisely
140 beats per minute. Believe it or
There is no cure for couvade.
Couvade is itself a kind of cure for
fathers of their non-fatherliness, and
the process is finally capped by the
birth of his son, his daughter, or some
fearsome multiple birth combination
of the two. And the most painful cou
vade is the one which is most ardent
ly avoided.
Just as the mother discovers
(generally around mid-afternoon of
the baby’s first day) that pregnancy
and birth are less significant than the
greater issues of parenting that have
only begun, so does the father under
stand that couvade is very much of a
stop-gap action against a short-term
problem.
From birth on, the cloud of un
knowing is lifted. The problems of
parenthood get, if anything, more and
more difficult. But the father—expec
tant no longer— has done his home
work. He is prepared for the chal
lenge. He may not know what exactly
to expect, but at least henceforward,
he will know who it is he is dealing
with.
In nature’s wisdom, the travail of
couvade gives way to the even more

heroic struggle of day-to-day father
hood. Thus the day of birth marks the
completion of the first long cycle in a
man’s life. Without this process, that
man’s growth, at least in one direc
tion, can never continue. In retro
spect we see that couvade is a man’s
way of giving birth not only to his off
spring, but in a deeper, more abiding,
and more private sense, to himself. It
is, or ought to be, a time of joy.
For the next 20 hours, the little
heart beat out time for us. Rachel and
I walked, we rocked, we laughed and
cried. We walked in trembling circles
in the courtyard of the building. Kids
on bicycles rang past us, laughing. I
loved us both so much at that mo
m ent. D uring tra n s itio n we put
Rachel in our neighbor friend’s bath
tub and kept the hot water coming.
We sang. Took pictures. Ate pop
sicles. Worked. Friends drove all the
way from Minneapolis to Milwaukee
to help us through. Another made
beet and carrot soup.
I was never so proud of Rachel —
you could read the will to life in the
furrows of her brow. And I was proud
of myself, too. No squeamishness, no
fear.
Except at the very end, a final
shudder inside me. It was time for
Rachel to push, for the baby to finally
be born. All the panic rose up in me,
an^ I walked outside the birthing
room and sto o d by a w indow ,
watched the traffic pass by outside.
Soon this great ordeal would be over.
Soon the great unknown would reveal
itself. My legs quaked far below. I
nearly fainted.
But I didn’t. I was done indulg
ing. I had been through so much the
past ten months. All the worry, all the
evasion, ail the screwy ways I had de
vised to get ready for this one telling
moment. I was ready.
Except for one thing, our accom
paniment. I flipped through my cas
settes looking for a moment too long
for just the right fanfare for the new
person. Finally I settled on Gustav
Hoist’s The Planets and returned to
the bedroom. Within a half-hour (the
tape was on “ Saturn” ) I caught the
baby as it slipped from its mother’s
womb.
It was a little girl. She looked
around, blinked once, and sighed
with relief.
Ahh, she said.
And I held her up to look at her,
to gaze into her dark, solemn eyes. I
felt tears racing up my face. She felt
like butter to me, impossible to be so
soft and so prudent. How insipid all
my worries suddenly seemed, how
self-referential when all along this
marvelous person was boring into ex
istence out of next to nothing, a gob
of germ, calling to itself such com
pleteness.
I thought about how hard it was
for a person to come into being. Hard
on the mother and hard on the father,
too. Judgment that you had planned
on isn’t there any more. The you that
was is someone new now, everyone is
new. I saw how all my convolutions
and worries were maybe my way of
drawing fire from the real action,
which was now in my arms, blinking
at the silent bedroom full of people,
this hungry life, my heart.
There is honor in a newborn’s
eyes. It seemed to me there was
honor everywhere, nobility and valor
filling every seam and every interstice
of the world. I forgave everyone every
thing, total amnesty, and after, cham
pagne.
I snipped the cord and laid the
girl on her mother’s heaving breast.
“ This is Daniele,” I heard myself
say, patting the still-wet skin.

In 1985 Michael Finley was awarded a
Wisconsin Aris Fellowship for fiction. More
recently he became the father of a second
child, Jonathan.
Zola Anne Belanger is a French-Canadian ar
tist living in the Twin Cities. This painting is
part of a pregnant woman in art series.
Free-Lance Graphic designer Carol EvansSmith is a Twin Cities native.
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uns, nuns, nuns! Live
and on stage!!! After my mom
died in an auto accident (with
nuns in the car) they took over.
They even changed my diapers.
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In grade school, Jimmy
Fagan wet his pants. I was
Sister Jude Thadeus’ pet.
She wanted me to become a
priest.
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I did not fit in. As an altar
boy, my cassock was too
short. I had sexual feelings
and I made up sins.
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Im grown up now and I
have no nuns around me.
Yet I’m haunted by them.
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LOU FERRERI
The Family Guns Are Blazing

Charcoal 56"x56"
Photo by Gary Mortonsen
20

Clinton St. Quarterly—Summer, 1988

LOU FERRERI
Pendentive

Charcoal 56"x56"
Photo by Gary Mortonsen
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VALERIE FRANK
Mexican Madonna I:
The Midnight Madonna
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VALERIE FRANK
Mexican Madonna II:
The Madonna o f the Earth’s Promise
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DAVID GOLDES
untitled, silverprint
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an
Francisco
Airport,
Summer
1967
By Milan Kovacovic
(in tribute to the film Platoon,
a civilian sequel)
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“ Motherfucker! If I had my M-16, I’d blow that motherfuckin’
faggot away like a motherfuckin’ gook!” Livid with rage, the
soldier with the yellow and black AIR CAV patch on his sleeve
unleashes an imaginary burst of gunfire at the Kon-Tiki Bar,
then heads out toward the departure gates with his buddy,
whose uniform also bears the proud horse head insignia. Just
back from Vietnam, the two had looked forward to commemo
rating their separation at San Francisco Airport over a beer.
But they have been turned away from the bar for being under
age. At the entrance to the concourse, they stop to exchange

an em otional farewell, clutching
arms and tapping hands in the elabo
rate ritual learned from the soul
brothers in ’Nam. As he singes his
partner’s cigarette with a huge flame,
sooty from the mixture of kerosene
and helicopter fuel in his Zippo light
er, the enraged one glares back one
last time toward the bamboo en
trance of the bar: “ Man, we shoudda
torched that joint like a motherfuckin’
hooch.”
I know their anger is directed at
my friend Reilly, the bartender. I can
picture the scene, having witnessed
it many times: Every night after work,
the TWA swing shift crew settles in
until closing time at the Kon-Tiki,
where Reilly subsidizes much of our
drinking, courtesy his employer, Inter
state Hosts. Rumor has it that he’s in
trouble for his generosity, which also
extends to soldiers, particularly if
they have blue eyes.

“ Hi fellas, welcome home. Glad
you made it back OK to the U.S. of A.
Can I see your ID?”
“ Whaaat?”
“ Yup, something with your age
on it. This is the world, you know, and
the law says you gotta be 21.”
Reilly doesn’t really care about
IDs. His sudden zeal in enforcing the
law can be attributed only to the sus
picion that he is being investigated.
Norm ally he lets anybody drink,
underage or not.
“Ain’t that a bitch! These kids
are sent to Vietnam to kill commies.
For a job well done, they’re flown to
Bangkok for three-day R&R with
opium and heroin at a Thai whore
house. But here on their way back
home to Mom and Dad I can’t even
serve them a beer!”
A voice from the bar interjects:
“ Simmer down, sweets, or we’ll have
to put splints on your wrists.”

some of the mechanics on graveyard
shift at the hanger smoking pot. In
truth, come 3 or 4 a.m., you don’t need
* to smoke anything to feel giddy. I
once worked that shift for three
months in a row; by the time 8 a.m.
rolled around, I was a zombie. But
ncredible changes have taken
around 3:30, watching flig h t 15’s
place in the two years I have been
landing lights emerge from the dark
above San Mateo Bridge and de
away in the army. When I return
from Germany to my job at the San
scend softly over the hushed San
Francisco Airport, it is the summer of
Francisco Bay, I always felt pleas
1967. Flower power, and for me cul
antly lightheaded. From a mile away,
ture shock. As a teenager in Chicago,
you could hear the screech of the
I had never encountered drugs. Now
tires as the plane touched down, and
an instant later, the deafening roar of
the’re everywhere: barbiturates, am
phetamines, reds, greens, blues,
reverse thrust. The bleary-eyed pas
sengers getting off that late-night
yellows.
“ Hey, man, wanna go toke up in
sweep across the continent always
the car during coffee break?”
seemed super-mellow, even '"hen we
“ What do you mean, Eddie?”
lost their baggage. Never ran into any
“ Yeah, well, I got some real good
nates at that hour.
hash in the glove compaftmeht.”
During my two-year m ilita ry
ThefS is even a rumor about
leave, the personnel at the airport has

R eilly pauses, d e fle c ts the
friendly taunt with the disarming rise
of an eyebrow. “ Mark my words,
these two soldier boys are gonna be
real messed up for the rest of their
lives.”

I

changed dram atically— now there
are employees with college back
grounds, women, and blacks. Up until
1965 blacks could only be skycaps
and women weren’t assigned to phy
sical jobs; now most of the heavy
push-stairs have been replaced by
power-driven jetways.
Despite appearances, progress
toward equality is not very deep. The
director of Selective Service has
stated publicly that only the poor and •
the ignorant need be concerned
about the draft. Thanks a lot, m.f.,
makes me feel great! Fact is, the
poorest and most ignorant don’t even
wait to be drafted. They enlist. Beats
the rat race of working j n a factory, or
being unemployed, or aimless, or
struggling to barely survive.
Bill works at the position to my
right on the ticket counter. He hasn’t
slept in three days. He has been tak-~
ing LSD, grass, uppers, downers. He
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is a vegetarian who thinks cigarettes
and alcohol are awful. He halluci
nates, but comes to work on time. He
can’t get his mind off his recent visit
to the San Francisco Zoo, across the
street from his apartment. He tripped
on acid in front of the tiger cage while
the beast was devouring a slab of
meat. The vision of carnage obsesses
him.
From the corner of my eye, I see
Bill lapse into an upright catatonic
state in the middle of a transaction
with a pa'ssenger. I try to intervene.
He mumbles, “ I’m OK. Don’t worry.” A
q u ic k - w itte d fe llo w e m p lo y e e
smooths things over with the passen-

The director of
Selective Service
has stated pub
licly that only the
poor and the
ignorant need be
concerned about
the draft.
ger: “As you can see, this young man
is very upset. He has just learned of
his father’s death. Please be under
standing.”
Further down the crowded ticket
counter, I overhear “ That w ilL be
,$166.58 please. Military two-thirds
fare, with a reservation.” The price of
the ticket is really $158.66. An em
ployee pocketing eight bucks? How
many times during one shift? Is it a
petty test of nerves? An honest mis
take? Sooner or later everyone who
tampers with the airline till gets
caught. You have to look at money as
an abstraction here or else you’re
sure to head into bad trouble. Any
way, only youth fares, hijackers, and
GIs use cash any more. And money
from Vietnam is tainted, right down to
its musty, moldy smell.
At lunch, I want to bring up the
subject of the two soldiers who were
turned away from the Kon-Tiki Bar.
But I am ignored. Nobody wants to
talk about the war, ever, even though
San Francisco is the nearest airport
to Travis Air Force Base, and the main
point of transit for thousands of
troops each day. The main topic of
conversation is, as usual, house
fixing. Today, the relative merits of
graVel or wood chips instead of lawns
as ground cover. Most of these family
guys hold down two full-time jobs,
one at TWA and one at Safeway, or
the post office, or an airport motel.
On their feet 16 hours a day. “ That’s
what it takes, for the house and kids.”
They often come in for overtime on
their days off, and spend their vaca
tions fixing the house. No time or
money to take advantage of the free
travel passes. No complaints either:
“ Could be worse. Lots of people earn
ing a living at harder, dirtier jobs.” I
haven’t succeeded in persuading
them that we in San Francisco
should demand the same working
conditions as our co-workers in
Europe and elsewhere— say, a stool
to sit on once in a while. “ You want us
to earn the same wages too?” Damn
it! They’re perfect slaves, deserving
of their aching backs and varicose
veins.
I am thankful when Chen enters
the cafeteria and breaks up the tedi
ous homeowner talk with a report on
his latest adventures in the customs
and immigration area. His job is to
assist passengers from the Orient
who hold connecting flights on TWA.
In the process he attempts to steal
some ongoing travelers from United
and American, which in turn do the
same; all three airlines have flights
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“ Brando.”
“ First initial?”
“ M.”
“ N? as in Nancy?”
“ No, M! M, as in Marlon.”
“ Oh, yes, of course. I’m sorry, Mr.
Brando.”
I have barely recovered from this
lapse of attention when I Sense that
people are beginning to avoid my line,
as happens when an intimidating
presence such as a Hell’s Angel or
a B la c k P a n th e r c h e c k s in.
Something’s wrong. When the last
passe n g e r in lin e reaches the
counter, I discover the reason; Stand
ing there is a broad-shouldered guy,
his face covered by a grotesque mask
of dingy grey papier-mach6 topped by
a cotton rain hat. There are a lot of
weird characters in San Francisco,
but what is this? Although he’s wear
ing chino pants and a civilian rain
coat, the man hands me a military
travel order, issued from Letterman
Hospital at the Presidio Army base.
ichard and I are troubled by the
Destination: Chicago.
slick “ up, up, and away” bro
Writing the ticket gives me an ex
chure put out by the company
cuse to look away. I cannot bear even
for its public contact employees. It’s glancing at this guy. His eyes are only
part of a marketing campaign con
slightly visible through the slits in the
cocted by the new crop of executives
mask. From the right, I have the feel
w ith business degrees, who are
ing that Bill’s stoned gaze is locked in
d is p la c in g the o ld-line aviation
on us, and that his persistent stare
pioneers. A passenger is now called a
might trigger another incident. Or is
customer, and a flight is a product.
that just my imagination? Good thing
The airline seeks to achieve a youth
I didn’t smoke with Eddie during
ful, dynamic, non-threatening cor
break— I’d have a real fit of pothead
porate im age, th ro u g h a s tric t
paranoia at this point. Still, I am
uniform and grooming code. “ The dif
paralyzed. My entire weight is on my
ference between airlines becomes
left leg, and my right knee trembles
less each year. What does make the
uncontrollably. Small talk with this
difference is people.” Nothing is left
passenger is inconceivable. The guy
to chance in th is extraordinarily
begins to hit the counter lightly, with
detailed 21-page docum ent: “ All
contained force, his fists clenched,
fem ales are required to wear a
his knuckles bursting white. A dis
brassiere and underpants....A girdle
torted, muffled voice comes through
may be required to correct stomach, x
the small hole in the mask.
seat or thigh problems....Bald men
“ I suppose you wanna hear what
will not be required to wear hair
happened to me?”
pieces.... beards are not permitted,
“ Yes.”
as their acceptance by the general
“ Look, man, I’m wearing this
public is questionable.” The brochure
mask because I don’t have a mother-,
addresses weight problems with
fuckin’ face anymore. I got napalmed
great precision: According to the
c h a rt, at 6 feet, my m axim um
allowable weight is 189 pounds, in
uniform , w ith o u t shoes. “ If the
employee agrees to take corrective
action, a reasonable time will be
established by the manager to cor
rect the deficiency. If the standard is
not achieved within the prescribed
time limit, the matter will be referred
to Industrial Relations for consulta
tio n on appropriate d iscip lin a ry
action.”
Anything to beat out United and
American! Because our services are
so similar, we compete with gim
micks. A while back, our strategy was
the “ foreign accent” flight. After
takeoff, stewardesses donned dis
posable paper costumes over their
uniforms during meal service. Thus, a
white Roman toga for lasagna or
s p a g h e tti, a fra u le in o u tfit for
sauerkraut and wurst, cowgirl attire
for hamburgers, and so on.
Another creative edict thought
up by our clever marketing strate
gists: “ You must use the customer’s
name at least three times in the
course of a transaction. It’s music to
his ears.” We comply, because we
can be m o n ito re d th ro u g h the
squawkbox on the counter.
But the airline can’t monitor
everything we do. Take baggage. On
international flights, it is supposed to
cost extra for each kilogram excess.
Most of the time I close my eyes,
unless provoked by some irritating
detail, such as the impatient tap
tapping of a credit card on the
counter. Sometimes I charge for three
pounds excess, sometimes I don’t for
50 pounds. Depends. To alleviate my
in ’Nam by our own planes. Son of a
guilt feelings about playing God so
bitch, man, a burning motherfuckin’
capriciously, I never charge the
glob of it, searing right into my face.
Basque sheepherders who return
How I still have eyes, I don’t know, but
home overloaded with gifts after their
I wish I was dead. Now the Army
solitary two-year stints on the ranges
doesn’t want me any more. They’re
of Nevada.
afraid my looks will demoralize the
Next! Next! Next! It’seasytoget
troops, so I’m discharged. I have to
wear this mask in public, and I’m not
caught U? in a routine, ride a rhythm,
supposed to put on a uniform. You
and stop thinking wh?n checking in
know, you’d fuckin’ pass out right
so many people. A passenger aSlt?
here in f.r 2.n t o f m e i f 1 took
this
for a ticked to L.A.:
mask. I don’t have a fuO.k i n ’ nose, I
“ Your last name, please.”
leaving simultaneously for.the same
destinations. Trouble is, the people
most in need of his assistance, parti
cularly the elderly, resist his atten
tion. They have been warned by their
relatives back in Hong Kong, Bang
kok, or Manila not to accept help from
anyone.
When I return to my position at
the counter, I find Ray Alsope work
ing to my left. He makes do with only
one job, even though he has a wife
and infant daughter. It’s not that he’s
lazy, but he would never consider
holding down two jobs. He doesn’t
steal, I can vouch for that. Ray is 24
years old, one of the most intelligent
people I have ever met. He got mar
ried right out of .high school and talks
incessantly of retirement, 41 years
away. The best he can hope for, years
down the line, is swing shift with Sun
days and Mondays off, or day shift
with Tuesdays and Wednesdays.

R

“ When you’re
nose to nose with
Charlie in the
jungle, it’s either
you or him. And
once you stick
your bayonet in,
you’ll have to pull
it out with all
your strength to
retrieve it. Use
your feet to yank
the body away.
Any questions?”

don’t have fuckin’ lips, my face looks
like a skinned motherfuckin’ rabbit.
What do you say to that, man? What
do you fuckin’ say to that?”
“ It’s terrible. I’m sorry.”
“ You’re sorry! Lot of fuckin’
good it does! How would you fuckin’
feel in my place?”
“ Terrible, man, terrible. Look, I’m
sorry, I really mean it.”
“ You know, even prostitutes
won’t have anything to do with me.
I’m so fuckin’ pissed, man. I’d like to
strangle with my bare fuckin’ hands
those motherfuckers in Washington
who sent me there! Give me my moth
erfuckin’ ticket so I can go hide some
place!”
The m utilated veteran slips
away from the counter, collar up, hat
pulled down to shield his face from
the world. His flight doesn’t leave for
another two hours. I call the ramp
control agent to have the three seats
in the front row blocked for him if the
plane isn’t full. That’s the least we
can do.
ater during my shift, I am as
signed to the concourse, to meet
inbound flights and help close
out outbounds. I welcome this oppor
tunity to move around and look over
the incoming stewardesses.
Pandemonium and wails at the
arrival gate of the Rome-New YorkSan Francisco flig h t. Im m igrant
clans spanning several generations
await the appearance of the “ mam
mas,” the black-scarved matriarchs
from Sicily, here on their once-in-alifetime visit to the New World. These
people are a warm respite from the
ambient militarism and decadence.
As if distracted by the chaos inside
the terminal, the pilot overshoots his
parking spot, and- is waved around
again by the signalman. He angrily
revs the 707’s turbofan engines, un
leashing a hurricane of jet fumes
against the buckling gateroom win
dows. I put on my earplugs, drive the
jetway up to the plane and abandon
my position.
No sooner has the Italian crowd
dispersed than delegations of bare
foot hippies in flowing psychedelic
garments descend upon the airport
from their haunts in the HaightAshbury. They dance, sing, throw
flower petals at startled disembark
ing businessmen who exude freshly
applied aftershave lotion and breath
sweeteners. Holding their briefcases
up like shields, their beefy frames en
sconced in the armor of three-piece
suits, the salesmen in hard cleated
wing-tip shoes cut a resolute swath
through the frolicking herd and emit
hostile grunts: “ Get away from me,
creeps.” On the sidewalk out front,
dogs cavort under the exasperated
watch of the airport police while their
masters frolic inside.
A pregnant m ilitary wife de
planes from the Oklahoma City flight,
dragging four tired children behind
her. The youngest trips on a worn
blanket, which he clutches to his
chest while chewing blankly on a
pacifier. A few more halting steps,
and the exhausted child lets himself
sink to the ground. The mother tries
in vain to coax him back to his feet.
She hands me a large envelope, picks
up the crying toddler, and asks me
what she is supposed to do next. I
rummage through her papers, find
the travel orders, and discover that
her voyage began at Leighton Bar
racks in Wurzburg, West Germany,
where I too was stationed. All we can
share about that common overseas
experience are bland memories of the
PX store; I didn’t have access to the
Leighton NCO Club, and she rarely
ventured off base. She is now headed
for Okinawa, to join her husband on
reassignment. I page a skycap to help
the family to the Greyhound bus stop
for Travis, about two hours inland in
the parched, 100-degree California
central valley.
The Washington flight returns to
the gate. Bomb scare. Probably a
crank call, but we have to take all
th r e a ts s e rio u s ly . “ E ve ryb o d y
deplane, please! Baggage inspec
tio n !” Only one passenger irate

L

about the incident: Dr. Edward Teller,
father of the H Bomb. “ Zis is terrible.
Zese people voo make phone calls
like zat are sick.” His own thermonu
clear business must be booming; our
Washington, Albuquerque, and Las
Vegas flights are heavily patronized
by Lawrence-Livermore Lab people.
Regular fellow s, sm oking pipes,
wearing turquoise and silver bolo ties
and Hush Puppies, doing “ interesting
science.” In the ramp office, the flight
information coordinator stares at his
planning board, one hand scratching
his brow, the other unconsciously
reaching into the jar of Turns. He
doesn’t worry about bombs, conven
tional or nuclear, only his messed-up
gate assignments for the rest of the
evening.
With all the confusion, I screw
up real bad myself. Completely miss
the Polar flight arrival assigned to me
at the international concourse. The
supervisor lashes out: “ Look, I told
you more than 20 minutes ago that he
was cleared to land. Now he’s been at
the gate for five minutes, with no
stairs. You better get over there quick,
’cause if the captain writes us up,
you’ve had it.”
Just what I need, now that
they’re evaluating my application to
work Saturdays and Sundays only,
w ith continue d s e n io rity rights,'
health insurance, and pass privi
leges. I’m contemplating going to col
lege under the Gl Bill. Our veterans’
entitlements are pretty measly com
pared to earlier periods, but Cali
fornia tuition is low, and I think com
pleting a degree might be feasible if I
can keep my job two days per week at
TWA. The full-time employees sup
port this arrangement, because it will
free someone up on the weekends.
These intricate negotiations, now
possibly jeopardized, race through
my mind as I tear across the ramp
toward the international conco,urse.
The Polar flight, TWA’s non-stop
from Paris to the West Coast, sits on
the tarmac, glistening in the clear
night air against the backdrop of the
San Bruno hills, which are lapped by
the usual blanket of fog stretching in
from the ocean. I am relieved that the
engines are still running, because
that way I can ask the captain to
blame the delay on ground traffic. I’ll
tell him I got sidetracked with the
bomb scare. He’ll understand, I hope.
An Australian mechanic prepar
ing for the Qantas arrival from Syd
ney at the next gate helps me shove
the stairs into motion. “ Bloody heavy,
mate, aren’t they! C heeeeers!”
Emerging out of nowhere, a Philip
pine Airlines ramp serviceman flings
his wiry bantam frame into the oppo
site side of the stairs to straighten
out our crooked trajectory. “ What
happen, TWA? Your plight been here
pibe minutes already.” My plight. How
correct he is!
The big Aussie and I lumbering
on one side, the agile Philippine sha
dowboxing on the other, I am as
sailed by a disturbing premonition:
We will lose the Vietnam War.
The 707’s cabin door pops open
under my knock.
“ Well, it’s about time, San Fran.
Oh, Hi, Red. How you doin’? Long
time no see.”
It’s Moms, TWA’s highest senior
ity stewardess, a legendary figure at
the airline—the mother of us all, sur
vivor of two crashes, the first one in a
DC3. Nobody knows or cares about
her age. She has spent most of her
life aboard airplanes. When she is not
working, she is commuting, either to
Hawaii or Bermuda, depending on
whether she is based in San Fran
cisco or New York. Her skin is always
tanned, leathery, from the sun at the
beach and the ozone at 33,000 feet.
After the interminable load of pas
sengers has deplaned and I have ob
tained the captain’s assurance that
he won’t file a discrepancy report,
Moms briefs me about the leftover
first-class goodies, which are sup
posed to be dumped in the garbage
on arrival (violations punishable by
immediate firing).
“All right, I got some filet mig
nons for you guys in the oven, and I

He can’t get his mind off his recent
visit to the San Francisco Zoo, across
the street from his apartment. He
tripped on acid in front of the tiger
cage while the beast was devouring a
slab of meat. The vision of carnage
obsesses him.
left three cognac miniatures in the
pocket behind seat 2C. The cheese
tray has hardly been touched, and
there is an open bottle of red Bor
deaux. There are also two baguettes,
but they’re a bit hard after this
12-hour flight. For God’s sake, don’t
get caught.”
She notices me surveying the
cabin, and continues: “ Look, Red, for
get about these gals. First of all,
they’re exhausted, and second, I hate
to tell you, but they only want to fly
.high. You ground guys just don’t have
enough ambition. By the way, when
are you gonna listen to me and go to
college? Education is so important!
“ Yeah Moms, I know, I know.”
The commissary crew bursts in
from the elevated truck platform on
the opposite side of the cabin. Bucky,
a buddy of mine from Arkansas, leads
the pack of vultures.
“ OK, Moms, Red, where did you
stash the filet magoons and the
horses d’ouvers?”
Without waiting for a reply, he
yanks open the oven door, holds up
one of the small, succulent steaks,
wiggles it, and drops it down into his
mouth as if he was swallowing a
goldfish.
“ See what I mean” says Moms.
“ You guys are animals.”
My next assignment is to pro
cess the youth-fare standbys on the
New York flight. Most are college stu
dents; the guys are on draft defer
ments of one kind or another. More
power to them. Students have goals,
faith in the future. This summer,
they’re traveling light — cardboard
boxes with sleeping bags inside.
They’ve had their fling in San Fran
cisco and now they’re returning
home. I’m there to check ID’s and
make sure everybody wears shoes
and a shirt before boarding the plane.

The engines are already screaming,
and there is much pushing and jos
tling. “ Can I get on? Can I get on?
Please, I got to get back to New York
before tomorrow.”
I pull out the first ticket on top of
the pile and call: “ Craig Fisher.”
An Oriental fellow walks up,
hands me a rumpled illegible ID.
“ I’m sorry, I forgot it in my pocket
in the wash. That’s all I got on me.”
“ You’re Craig Fisher?”
“ Yes.”
I like the fact he said “ yes” in
stead of “ yeah,” so I let him on board
without further hassle.
Gate 56 is filled with people for
the Boston departure. A radiant Joan
Baez and her sister are passengers
on the flight, and several of their
friends from the M onterey non
violence school have come to see
them off at the airport. We try to
shield the group from the crunch of
onlookers. Joan is a frequent traveler
with us, and a controversial figure
these days because of her anti-war
activities. She is not a member of the
VIP Ambassador Club, but we try to
protect her privacy anyway. Once, she
treated us to an impromptu recital in
the waiting lounge behind the ticket
counter to express her gratitude for
providing a quiet place during a flight
delay.
A middle-aged couple calls me
over. “ You mean this riffraff in long
hair and sandals is going on the same
flight we are?”
I ask to see the couple’s ticket.
“ Don’t worry. They’re on the same air
plane, but you’ll be separated. You’re
in economy and they’re in first class.”
Meanwhile, down below, the
evening’s complement of Human Re
mains from ’Nam continues to accu
mulate on the tarmac. Near the mas
sive crates trucked iq from Air Freight

and lined up for loading into the
cargo p its , a ram p servicem an
engages in loud protest with his
supervisor.
«
“ Fuck, man, I already loaded two
today. I’m tired of always getting
stuck with the back-breaking shit. Put
me on mail or baggage and assign
these HRs to somebody else.”
The u n ifo rm e d s o ld ie rs on
■Human Remains escort duty shuffle
nervously, diligent to keep track of
the individual crate for which they are
responsible. If it should be loaded on
the wrong plane, they will be courtmartialed.
“Are you refusing to do work I’m
assigning to you, Jones?”
“ Fuckin’ a right, man. Get some
body else.”
“ Why do you have to be so foulmouthed about it?”
The supervisor’s reproachful
tone transports me back two years
earlier, to basic training at Fort Ord
on California’s central coast. All the
platoons in Company B-1-4 have been
assembled for'a sermon by the post
chaplain. “ You troops will clean up
your act! This isn’t the Marines, you
know. The way you talk is disgusting!
A ll'I ever hear from you is F this, F
that, F this, and F that. Don’t you
know any other words? A good sol
dier is not foul-mouthed! If you want
examples of proper military conduct,
look at your officers and NCOS.”
Moments before, during bayonet
practice, a drill sergeant had been ex
horting us to yell “ Kill! Kill! K ill!”
“ Listen up! You got to scream
and lunge with all your might, or else
you won’t stick it in. The blade will be
deflected by the rib bone. You guys
had better learn this stu ff right,
’cause it ain’t no make-believe no
more. You’re probably all goin’ youknow-where in a couple months.
When you’re nose to nose with Charli^ in the jungle, it’s either you or him.
And once you stick your bayonet in,
you’ll have to pull it out with all your
strength to retrieve it. Use your feet to
yank the body away. Any questions?
OK, take a short break. Smoke ’em if
you got ’em.”
One of the trainees bolts across
the flowering patch of ice plant and
disappears into the dense layer of
Pacific fog. We hear him puke in mer
ciful seclusion, thoughtful and quiet
as we inhale on our cigarettes.
Maybe the TWA ramp service
man swears because that’s the only
way he can express his anguish at
the prospect of spending another
half-hour inside a cramped cargo pit,
alone with a casket, tugging it to its
proper tie-down position, packing
smaller crates and boxes around it,
imagining the contents, probably dis
membered parts of a human body in a
plastic bag.
Off in the distance on the airport
tarmac, a similar scene unfolds at
American and United Airlines. During
my two-year absence, air freight
revenue at TWA has increased 400
percent. Several passenger planes
and crews have been leased to M ili
tary Transport Command to fly troops
directly out of Travis to Saigon. Many
of the employees who weren’t drafted
have been promoted to management
positions. We have new openings in
Guam and Honolulu.
In the showrooms of the land,
compact cars are making way for
large automobiles again. No more
austerity. The American economy is
going up, up, and away, like TWA.
«
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The House on Via Gombito
he y ear my husband and I spent in Bergamo, we lived in a
medieval building, held together b y small-scale feats of
ingenuity. M odern conveniences had been installed d u r
ing, the last century, but the building,, enjoying, a dig,nified entropy,
never w holly accepted them. In the uneasy p artn ersh ip betw een
old and new, the pipes, w ires, and hoses had to make all the adjust
ments, turning, at odd ang,les, emerg,ing, throug,h thick stone walls in
unexpected places. N eedless to say, thing,s reg,ularly w ent wrong,.
The task of fixing,, which really m eant rig,g,ing, up another tempo
ra ry compromise, fell to the repairm en we came to know well.
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We arrived in Bergamo in Sep
tember, during the first year of our
m arriage. The tow n, s e ttle d in
ancient tim es by Etruscans, was
perched atop a green hill facing the
foggy plain of the Po River and encir
cled on three sides by the Italian
Alps. We had come to Bergamo so
that Dan could attend the Istituto
Montessori Internazionale, and while
he learned how to communicate the
wonders of Maria Montessori’s cos
mic education, translating tales of
dinosaurs, ice ages, and volcanoes
for the minds of nine- to twelve-yearolds, I was on my own in a language I
had yet to learn.
For several weeks after our arriv
al we suffered a dripping faucet,
plugged sink, slow seepage from the
kitchen wall, and a strange odor that
rose from the bathtub every day at
noon. I sat down with the dictionary,
collected the words I needed, and
prepared a speech for our landlady,
Signora Agazzi. She came to inspect
the problems and promised to call
the plumber. He arrived on the day—
though not at the tim e— I expected,
wearing a suit. Apologizing for being
late, he explained that when he’d
opened the morning paper, a photo
graph of his cousin had jumped out
from the obituary page, so he had put
on a suit and rushed to the funeral.
Then he’d come directly to our apart
ment. I gave him a towel to protect his
wool trousers, and he knelt down to
work on the stopped-up bathroom
sink.
He dism antled the U-shaped
drain pipes and dug out a dripping
wad of muck, some hairpins from
about 1930, and five red toothpaste
caps. When he reassembled the
pipes, the drain ran free, but water
gushed out around the joints. He un
screwed and inspected the worn
threads, rescrewed them more care
fully, and when they still leaked, he
pulled from his tool box a shank of
long, brown fibers: horse-hairs, he
said. He wrapped a few of these
around the inside threads, and when
he rescrewed the pipes they were per
fectly sealed.
The house itself was difficult to
comprehend. Built during the 1400s,
it appeared to be one thing from the
outside, and from the inside another.
The blank face of the building made
with its neighbors a continuous wall
broken only by an enormous wooden
door tall enough to ride through on
horseback. Passing through the door,
you first entered a red-tiled courtyard
with a stone fountain in the shape of
a lion’s head (symbol of St. Mark) and
four or five motorcycles on which a
one-eyed cat dozed. Craning your
neck, you could see five stories of
arched porticoes and a jumble of bal
conies with laundry, hanging bird
cages, and bobbing geraniums. Stair
ways zig-zagged in all directions, and
there were many mysterious doors.
We never saw whoever lived two
floors above us, where a basket
swung outside a window, though
we’d hear shouts from the courtyard,
watch the basket descending on a
rope, see the relatives filling it with
bread and packages of cheese. We
never saw the cats that raced all
night in the attic above us. Our bed
room walls gave off the smell of cat
urine, which seeped through the ceil
ing boards. We heard that former ten
ants were awakened one night when
the cats crashed through a sky-light
and landed fighting and clawing on
the bed.
In our early flush of enthusiasm
to make the apartment our own, Dan
and I stripped the livingroom wall
paper. Anything would have been bet
ter than the discolored orange flow
ers, 1950s style, that puckered across
the wall. To our great surprise, under
neath the wallpaper we found a fres
co. We pulled each strip of paper
ca re fu lly, lib e ra tin g garlands of
leaves, vines, and flowers. At the very
end a girl appeared, her breasts bare,
her arms upraised as if holding the
garlands in a dance.
There were big gouges, lots of
nicks and scratches. From catalogu
ing works of art in a museum in Min
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neapolis, I was acquainted with two
philosophies of painting restoration:
one method is to camouflage repairs
and repaint the work so that it looks
as it did when new; the other is to
leave the work as untouched as pos
sible, making repairs obvious so that
the effects of age and damage re
main part of the work. We decided on
the latter, and limited our repairs to
filling in the holes and painting out
the orange streaks. The paint I
bought at an art supply store, tubes
labelled “ Sienna” and “ Umber”
matched exactly, and I stood with my
brush in hand thinking about the art
ist who five-hundred years before
ground up pigments from the earth of
nearby places— Sienna and Umbria.
One day we noticed a black
cloud growing around a hole high in
the kitchen wall and realized we were
waking up with soot in our noses.
After much puzzling, I discovered that
the exhaust pipe from the tiny space
heater, our sole source of heat, con
ducted soot from the dining room in
to the kitchen. We called the landlady
who sent the muratore. (In English he
would have been the plasterer, but in
Italian he was “ wall worker.” ) He im
mediately ran into a problem. Even
after crawling around in several of
the attics, he couldn’t tell where the
exhaust pipe was supposed to con
nect with the main chimney, which
was buried somewhere in the walls
between other apartments. Sra. Agaz
zi brought an architect, and they
stood a long time on each landing
pointing and peering up at the top of

the chimney, which emerged from the
many-angled tile roofs. Then she con
sulted older relatives who knew the
building better. (Her family had lived
there for centuries.) Unfortunately,
the only person who had dared in re
cent years to climb the steep, slip
pery roofs was a young nephew,
Roberto. He’d been an adventure
some twelve-year-old, but wasn’t in
clined to risk his life again at twenty-,
two. He didn’t remember anything
about the chimney.
It was incredible to me that no
one understood the building, that
knowledge of its structure had been
completely obscured as generations
had added and subtracted sections,
and that there was no way to imagine
the relation of the parts to the whole.
This building had become inextrica
bly, unexplainably connected to the
buildings closest to it.
In the end, the muratore and Sra.
Agazzi decided on an attitude of
humility in the face of a problem too
old and complex to be thoroughly
understood. If it was impossible to
route the soot into the chimney and
out of the building, it could at least be
channeled to land somewhere else.
The muratore extended the exhaust
pipe a few feet, and twisted it so that
it opened into the attic and deposited
the soot there. This was an improve
ment. Maybe the soot would at least
discourage the cats.
The dictionary gives the word
“ repair” a hopeful definition: “ to
restore to a sound or good state after
decay, injury, delapidation or partial

d e s tr u c tio n .” But th is n a iv e ly
assumes that every problem can be
isolated and treated in its entirety; it
ignores those difficulties that lie em
bedded in their own complex con
texts. The Latin root seems more rea
listic. It means “ to make ready
again.” Our repairmen didn’t sell
perfection.
In The Poetics of Space, Gaston
Bachelard laments the advances of
domestic architecture. He abhors the
efficiency and predictability of the
modern apartment and suggests that
people need to live with dark, secret
spaces (basement, root cellar), with
forgotten spaces (attic, stairwell),
with intimate spaces (kitchen). The
human spirit needs physical meta
phors for itself. Bachelard especially
disliked electricity. In the days of can
dles and hearth, every room had a
physical and emotional focus. To
enter a room was to move from dark
ness to light, from cold to warmth,
from things unseen to the seen. Elec
tricity, spreading an even bath of
light, banished mystery. The condi
tion we call comfort, Bachelard re
garded as a state of dulled sensation
and diluted emotion.
R eading the view s of th a t
French philosopher in the bright light
of a library some years ago, I was
ready to leave the bland twentieth
century for good. But to live in Italy, in
the kind of house that inhabited his
dreams, was to step inside a kaleido
scope and find myself among huge
chunks of glass whose sudden shift
ing was both beautiful and violent.

R am age

The town, settled in ancient times by the Etruscans,
was perched atop a green hill facing the foggy plain of
the Po River and encircled on three sides by the Italian
Alps.

It was the evening of our fourth
day in the apartment, before we had
become acquainted with the pecu
liarities of the space. Those were the
early days of shins bumped in tight
spaces, toes stubbed on steps the
wrong height, eyelashes singed be
cause each burner of the stove flared
differently. The building demanded
that we, the modern visitors, make
many compromises, and our early
partnership was uneasy. We made
the compromises in our bodies.
At about nine o’clock Dan was
fixing dinner. We’d had an argument,
but night was quieting the courtyard.
As he washed a piece of glass he’d
used as a cutting board, it slipped out
of his hands and smashed against
the wall. I heard a sickening crash
and rushed into the kitchen. Dan
slumped on the floor as if he’d been
shot— he’d slid down the wall into a
sitting position and clutched his left
hand to his chest.
“ I think I’ve cut my finger off.”
My mind raced out the door, down the stairs and into the street
where I tried to imagine a phone
booth. I couldn’t remember having
seen one and knew that even if I
found a pay phone I wouldn’t be able
to read the instructions to operate it.
My Italian was so rudimentary I
wouldn’t be able to summon help or
follow directions to a hospital. My
mind went blank. I stood staring at
Dan, gulping. “ Go get Signora Cerutti,” he said. I ran out in my bare feet.
I had forgotten Sra. Cerutti, a
neighbor we’d met the day before.
She had been watering plants in a
window box and had greeted us from
her window across the courtyard. She
had lent us her vacuum cleaner.
I wasn’t sure where she lived. I
ran down three flights of stairs in the
dark, then groped my way toward
what I thought was her stairway,
found the tiny light that illuminated
her doorbell. After a long time she
came to the door and opened it as if
expecting guests. Her smile changed
to a look of alarm. I said “ Dottore,” * ” '
hoping that was something like the
Italian word. She understood. I ran
back and helped Dan down the stairs’
Her son, Roberto, pulling on a shirt,
met us at the door and led us to a car.
Someone who^seemed to be Rober-

to's girlfriend came too. He drove to
the hospital, a dizzying zig-zag down
the steep hill on which the medieval
city was built, the lights of the
modern lower town coldly flashing. I
had no idea where we were going.
The emergency room was quiet
and empty except for a woman with a
little boy on her lap. She looked up
grimly as if she’d been waiting but
hadn’t dared ask for help. No hospital
staff were in sight. Benches lined the
smudged walls, and we sat Dan on
one of them. His face had turned a
pale grey. My feelings of panic had
collected in a small ball at the top of
my stomach, and I felt drained and
weightless. I paced, listening at the
doors that led to examining rooms.
There were voices behind one door.
No one came out. We could do noth
ing but sit and wait.
I began to. notice Roberto and
the girlfriend. They fidgeted and
sighed, and I felt bad that we had
dragged them here. Neither of them
spoke any English. Dan held his hand
in a towel and, reviving a bit, tried in a
hoarse voice to tai k with Roberto who
gallantly nodded and smiled. He
seemed the pleasant kind of boy who
would do whatever his mother asked,
but was not about to call attention to
himself by knocking on one of the
doors and demanding a doctor.
His friend, a girl of about nine
teen, had dull blonde hair, a colorless
face and funny teeth, which I kept
noticing because her vague smile
turned to startled giggles whenever I
spoke. The smile seemed to be an at
tempt at helpfulness, and for some
reason it really aggravated me. She
was dressed in pink, with earrings
and a matching bracelet of fat pink
balls which she kept twisting and
rearranging on her thin wrist. These
two teenagers were our only allies.
Her bracelet drove me crazy.
Finally one of the doors cracked,
and a doctor in wrinkled whites and a
two-day beard shouldered his way
through. I jumped. The doctor looked
up and, saying nothing, led us
through one of the doors. He ges
tured toward an examining table. He
unwrapped the dish-towel around
Dan’s hand. After looking a little
while, he said in Italian, “ It’s nothing.
A few stitches, and it will be all right.”
His tone implied we were idiots for
getting excited. I didn’t care: the
finger was still attached. He handed
me the blood-soaked towels. Then
looking more closely, he changed his
mind. “ No, you must remain in the
hospital for a week.” We caught the
words, “ in ospedale” and “ una settimana,” but not why.
“ Una settimana!” Dan cried. He
was beginning to get loud, and I rea
lized later that he must have been go
ing into shock.
Perhaps the doctor explained
the situation to Roberto, but neither
of them tried to make us understand
what exactly was wrong with Dan’s
finger or.what would happen next. A
nurse walked us outdoors, through a
vast courtyard and into another build
ing. We rode up a freight elevator and
walked along a darkened corridor
that opened into a forlorn waiting
room. After a while a pair of white
doors opened and a tired-looking
nurse summoned Dan inside. Our on
ly hope of communicating in Italian
was to do it together, so I marched
toward the examining room too. The
nurse closed the door sharply in my
face. Roberto had disappeared. I sat
down in one of the molded plastic
chairs, in the dimness, with the girl
friend.
After half an hour, a wedge of
light crept across the floor as the
door opened. This time I was invited
in. Dan lay on his back on a sheetdraped table. I stood by his head and
held his shoulders, wishing-someone
would hold mine. A young nurse mo
tioned me to a desk where she wear
ily rolled papers into a huge black
typewriter. She asked me to spell
Dan’s name, but it was German and
incomprehensible to her. Because I
hadn’t learned the Italian names for
letters, she never got it right. I stum
bled over his birth date. I could man

Sitting in the cool sunshine, I stared at the steam that
curled from a cup o f cappuccino and tried not to think
about the men, the brokenness, the damage that had
been suffered by all those hands, arms, faces, the
fragility o f the spirits that awaited repair.

age the month and day, but from our
five Berlitz lessons I only knew num
bers up to twenty, and had no idea
how to say “ nineteen-fifty-one.”
The atmosphere eased when a
male nurse appeared, ambled over to
where Dan lay, and said in a hearty
voice, “ Salve!” At the time I was sure
it meant “ Health!” or “ Salvation!”
and I took it quite literally, the way
someone not used to “ God bless
you” after a sneeze might feel an ac
tual blessing bestowed. Hehad-thick
black hair and a smile that reached
back to empty spaces where teeth
were missing. He wore white clogs.
Introducing himself as Giorgio,
he shook Dan’s good hand with ex
clamations of “ Danny, Danny, che
disastro!” He waited with us, teas
ing, making us laugh. Then a second
miracle occurred. Roberto returned
with Kay Albani, the agent who had
found us our apartment. Kay, a Cana
dian fluent in Italian, was the only
person we knew in Bergamo besides
Sra. Cerutti. How Roberto knew her or
knew that she knew us was a mystery,
but we were so relieved at her magi
cal appearance that we didn’t ask.
“ Poverino!” she said to D a n po o r th in g ! — and im m e d ia te ly
quizzed everyone in sight. She drew
the doctor aside and argued with him.
Finally she explained the diagnosis
to us: the wound was very deep, a
main tendon and several nerves had
been severed, and two operations
would be required. One was to be per
formed the next day to repair the torn
skin, the other in three weeks to re
connect the nerves and tendon. Dan
would stay the night in the hospital.
She would meet me there the next
morning and arrange for us to be
allowed in to see him.
Roberto and the girlfriend drove
me home. As we walked through the
enormous doorway into the black
courtyard, the girlfriend stopped, felt
along the wall, clicked a button, and
suddenly lamps appeared in the pas
sageway.
“ La luce,” she said in her soft
voice. “ La luce,” 1 repeated, amazed.
We hadn’t known there was a night
switch for the courtyard and had
been creeping up the winding stair
way, cupping hands around matches
that always blew out, trapping us in
the darkness. La luce. I thanked them
both as many times as I could and
walked up to the apartment.
I went into the kitchen. The floor

was covered with glass, and blood,
and the spaghetti Dan had been mak
ing. I picked up the large pieces of
glass with washcloths, mopped up
the shards and the spaghetti.
All night the building was noisy,
something scratching at the kitchen
window grate, creatures scurrying
through the walls. I dreamed my par
ents came to visit, and as we climbed
the stairs, I described our beautiful,
crumbling apartment. Just at the top,
the outside wall of the building, a
bright ochre color, detached itself,
fell in a slow arc, and crashed on the
ground. We stood at the apa(rtment
door on a ledge, the ruined stairway
below.

ospital Gates
In the morning light the hospital
towered like a fortress. A bronze gate
controlled the entrance between two
huge nineteenth-century buildings,
and through it I could glimpse the
courtyard of the night before. Roads
with turnstiles and sentry cubicles
led to twenty other buildings in the
rest of the compound. Blue-shirted
guards stood by the gate, arms
across their chests, pointedly ignor
ing a group of women who waited
with bags and baskets for the start of
visiting hours.
I was nervous about finding Kay.
Feeling small and completely help
less, I paced in front of a newspaper
stand across the street. I bought a
paper without wanting to and after
some time spotted Kay. She was
striding back and forth in front of the
gate, glancing about like an irritated
hen. Plump and fifty, she had coppery
blonde hair and wore a navy blue
dress with assertive white polka dots.
A Canadian married to a native of
Bergamo (her husband was a taxi
driver), she had carefully studied the
town life. She knew useful people
everywhere, at the butcher’s and the
fruitseller’s, in the hospital. She had
nurtured and pruned her connections
for twenty years until like hardy trees
they all bore fruit. While the women at
the gate had to content themselves
with cultivating /a pazienza, Kay
could get things done. We marched
up to the guards. She delivered a bar

rage of Italian— I caught “American
husband” and “ anxious wife” — and,
emphasizing the name of her friend
the hospital administrator, she eased
me forward.
Six buildings of dull yellow stuc
co formed a grand quadrangle, sev
eral blocks in area. Paths criss
crossed the lawn where women in
chenille bathrobes walked slowly on
the arms of nurses. Men in pajamas
and slippers sat in the sun on stone
benches, smoking and talking. They
looked like rest cure patients at an
out-of-fashion spa, people who did
not expect to get well in a hurry.
I was afraid that Dan had been
moved in the night. There seemed to
be no central inform ation office.
What if we couldn’t find him? I had
memorized the important words, w rit
ten on a slip of paper by the nurse:
“ Chirugia Plastica Sezione Maschile,
Camera Quattro, Letto Sette.” Men’s
Plastic Surgery, Room Four, Bed
Seven. Dust coiled along the marble
stairway as if the maintenance staff
were years behind. A small trail of
dried blood, little circles, tiny splash
es, led from the second floor to the
third.
We found Dan asleep in a long
green room. An older man with a tube
protruding from his neck peered over
his newspaper as we entered and
greeted us politely.
“ Buon giorno, Signore.”
Dan’s eyes were closed, one arm
tucked beneath a very white sheet,
the other in a fat bandage that rested
on his chest. He looked extremely
clean. They have taken good care of
him, I thought. I could draw comfort
from the whiteness of the sheets, the
tightness of the blanket. Someone
has known what to do for my hus
band, and it has been done.
He opened his eyes. Kay and I
pulled up chairs. He smiled and
reached his hand from beneath the
sheet to hold mine. Kay unknotted
the handles of a bulky plastic grocery
bag and pulled out a large bunch of
green grapes, three ripe peaches, and
a bottle of wine.
“ Later, when you feel better, try
th is Sassela,” she said. “ It w ill
restore your strength. I don’t like red
m y s e lf, but i t ’ s my h u s b a n d ’ s
favorite.”
“ You brought all this for me?”
Dan exclaimed.
“ You need fresh things to recov
er. I heard the hospital cooks might
be going on strike. How are they treat
ing you?”
“ I can’t tell what they’re saying
most of the time, but someone found
a nurse who speaks a little English.
Angelo. He says Italian doctors be
lieve in rest. It may be hard to get out
of here.”
We talked until Dan grew sleepy.
Kay departed in a flurry of admoni
tions and good wishes, and I sat by
the bed listening to Dan’s steady
breathing. From the corridor drifted
the clattering of silverware as tables
were prepared for lunch. Through the
doorway I saw the other patients in
Men’s Plastic Surgery emerging from
their rooms. Each had a grotesque
bandage. Later we would learn about
their accidents. A ppwersaw jumped
out of control— the stocky whitehaired man swayed beneath the
weight of an arm-length cast. A
motorbike swerved in front of a car—
the sallow-faced teenager stared
from beneath bandages that bound
his head and chin. A firecracker ex
ploded too soon—the twelve-yearold sat very still, his jaw held rigid by
a complicated intertwining of wires.
Suddenly I had to leave. I wrote
Dan a note and hurried down the
stairs, across the courtyard, and out
the hospital gates. I stopped at the
first cafe I saw. Sitting in the cool
sunshine, I stared at the steam that
curled from a cup of cappuccino and
tried not to think about the men, the
brokenness, the damage that had
been suffered by all those hands,
arms, faces, the fragility of the spirits
that awaited repair.
I felt like crying. Dan seemed
safe enough for the moment, and as
the worry ebbed I realized how aban-
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doned I felt, alone in a foreign city,
agonizingly clumsy without my own
language. Bergamo had been Dan’s
choice, the Montessori training a
step toward doing the work he loved,
and I had come under protest, decid
ing after many arguments to accom
modate myself to his plans.
But if I felt angry and vulnerable
so far from my moorings, a more pro
found sense of unease gathered like
a cloud. It wasn’t just that the scene
had changed, that every cultural
marker had been replaced by some
thing new and enigmatic. The worst
thing was that Dan was hurt, that his
body had been changed, and the laws
of safe passage through the world
had been broken.
The laws of safe passage? Isn’t
it by carefulness that one outwits
danger, aren’t the people who avoid
accidents the smart ones, the ones
who know how the world works? I had
learned from my childhood to be cau
tious. The other accident victims in
the ward had put themselves in the
path of danger, riding motorcycles,
using powersaws, playing with fire
crackers. Dan had simply been mak
ing dinner. For the moment, I couldn’t
forgive him.

he Frescoes of Giotto

Between the first operation and
the second, scheduled in two weeks,
we took a trip. Our destination was
nearby Padua, where I wanted to see
one of Giotto’s most famous works,
the Arena Chapel. Since college art
history classes I had been interested
in the fourteenth-century master, and
during the years I catalogued works
of art at the museum, I had grown to
love seeing things up close. My job re
quired traversing the surface of each
object inch by inch, with my eyes,
making maps of flaws and weak
spots, scratches and flaked paint,
writing long descriptions of the exact
condition of the object when it came
to the museum, a history of the ef
fects of age and wear: the odd dark
ening of a still life (had it been used
as a fire-screen?), the horizontal abra
sion in the same spot on a pair of por
traits (had dining room chairs backed
into them every evening for centur
ies?), and the tiny losses whose
causes were unknown— a chip of
paint missing from the lace of some
one’s sleeve. I was, in a way, a cata
loguer of damages and repairs.
Though the art history professor
made much of Giotto’s pivotal posi
tion between Byzantine painting and
the perceptual innovations of the
Renaissance, I remember responding
to something the professor never
mentioned: Giotto’s figures show a
strange and beautiful range of feeling
on their faces and in their bodies. I
had seen the images only in repro
duction, and I felt eager to stand be
fore the actual walls that held the
frescoes by his hand.
We arrived at noon to find the
chapel’s massive doors locked, and
realized we’d have to wait out the

From floor to high ceiling, bibli
cal scenes in Giotto’s famous cobalt
blues, reds, and golds filled the space
with another crowd of people, small
er, more vivid, less restless.
Before the Bible was allowed in
to the hands of the people, paintings
inside a church did not merely deco
rate: they were the main means of in
struction for the illiterate faithful. As I
stared up at the walls I felt I’d just
crawled inside an illuminated manu
script. I stood at the bottom of the
page in awe.
I dropped a large coin into a
metal box, turned the dial, and heard
a woman explain in English the
iconography of the scenes. The high
est band of paintings showed the life
of the Virgin, a story unknown to me.
The most surprising painting de
picted the “ Meeting at the Golden
Gate,” in which Mary's parents, Joa
chim and Anna, first encounter each
other. In the previous scene Joachim,
an old man with a curly white beard
leans dejectedly against a rock and
surveys the surrounding desert. He
has waited his whole life to marry,
and in the desert a dream tells him
that he will find his wife at the Golden
Gate. Joachim and Anna embrace,
his hand on her shoulder, her hands
cupping his face, forehead touching
forehead. Giotto paints both pairs of
lips as they meet. Most amazingly,
the eyes, so close together, are open,
as if they must take in everything
about the other, as if every point of
contact between their bodies is es
sential and cannot be done without.
Somehow their need becomes a
; source of strength. Their bodies
make a solid unit, backs and heads
uniting to form an arch, which Giotto
accomplishes by painting them the
Same size. The arch, I remember, is
strongest of the architectural forms
and can bear almost any weight. It is
impossible to imagine prying them
apart.
The'n I noticed a long crack run
ning through the painting. Because
the man and woman are so close, the
crack enters each of their bodies at
the same angle, first one, then the
other. Having found each other, they
stand under the same tree when light
ening hits, they eat the same broken
bread.
What, I wondered, did they say
to us? Our marriage hardly felt like a
solid architectural structure. We too
had met one another late after wait
ing in various deserts. For our mar
riage ceremony we’d asked the priest
to avoid using images of marriage as
repose. We’d put red and purple flow
ers on the altar.
“ Most like an arch,” writes John
Ciardi of marriage, “ an entrance
which upholds/ the stone-crush up
the air like lace.” Not us, not yet, I
think. Better Robert Bly who says,
“ W hen men and w om en com e
together/ how much they have to
abandon!”
Reading later about Giotto, I
found the scenes of Joachim and
Anna described as filled with a
“ strange absorption, a slow but in
flexible continuity of action, con
trolled by the quiet assurance of a
destiny traced by God.” The lovers
seem intensely aware of what is hap
pening to them. Their solid, bulky
bodies absorb the feelings of grief or

....to live in Italy, in the kind o f house that inhabited his
dreams, was to step inside a kaleidoscope and find
m yself among huge chunks o f glass whose sudden
shifting was both beautiful and violent.
long mid-day break. The building
itse lf was discouraging — an una
dorned rectangle with thick, color
less stone walls and a severe roof. A
small crowd had gathered by 3:00
when two men in silver-buttoned uni
forms returned to open up. We got in
line, and when we entered saw the
others standing with heads thrown
back.
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love in each scene. They appear to
meet their fate with dignity and
weight, as if with an inner conviction
they are capable of suffering their
own drama to the last.
Giotto united Anna and Joachim
and enclosed their spirits in an image
of strength. But some accident
cracked them open. Only slightly, but
forever.

Repair

Monday morning was cool and
clear. I got up knowing someone had
opened Dan’s hand and was some
how reconnecting the nerves and ten
don. A piece of sky, intense, enamel
blue, appeared above the courtyard
when I unlatched the shutter. As I
walked down Via Gombito, the cob
blestones were slick with cold dew. A
slant of sun cut acro.ss the empty
street. A man on a three-wheeled
motorbike with loaves of bread brist
ling from a huge basket sped toward
me. I flattened myself against the
wall of a shop to let him pass. The
medieval street was only just wider
than a car, the incline‘ steep, and
pedestrians had to. fend for them
selves.
I entered the funicular station,
bought a ticket from the sleepy news
seller, punche'd it in p machine, and
entered the little car, glad to put my
self in someone else’s hands. As I
waited I studied the metal cable that
lowered the trolley-like car down the
hill. I had earlier discovered the con
nection between the cable and the
movement of the car, and like the
time I rode in an elevator with a hole
in the top, I wished I hadn’t seen its
inner workings. The trembling cables,
thinner than my wrist.
The conductor, red-cheeked and
w earing a th ic k w ool u niform ,
emerged from the cafe in the station
and guided the car down the hill.
After passing through a dark tunnel
beneatfi the city walls, we emerged to
a glittering view of the lower town,
red roofs, bell towers, church spires
spreading toward the plain of the Po.
The car moved slowly and silently,
not much faster than a wagon pulled
by a child. The foothills of the Alps
appeared further off, and the blue
hills cradling wisps of white morning
mist seemed ancient and dense.
Dan’s bed was empty. An elderly
man in green pajamas told me he’d
been taken to surgery early in*the
morning. It was already 10:30. I wait
ed by the tall French doors in the cor
ridor, jumping at every sound. Even
tually I heard metal wheels on the
marble floor and saw a cart being
pushed by four male nurses. It clat
tered harshly as if the wheels were
uneven or the floor had a grid. Why
are they going so fast? Why aren’t
they being more careful? They
stopped in front of me, but the cart
kept rattling. Dan’s skin was the color
of cement, and he was shaking vio
lently, his stiff body banging against
the hard surface of the cart.
The nurses were somber. They
lifted him onto the bed, tucked sheets
around him. Giorgio was there, and I
asked how the operation had gone.
“ Bene, bene,” he said, but his grim
tone frightened me. They told me not
to give him anything to drink for three
hours. Then they left.
Dan was very cold and complete
ly unconscious. I held his hand, mas
saged his forehead, waited. He began
coughing. The coughs wrenched his
body off the bed, then released it to
fall back limp. He opened his eyes
and asked for water. I said he couldn’t
have any. He coughed some more. He
realized who I was and tears blurred
his eyes. He asked again for water. I
explained what the nurses had said.
He got angry and coughed and
coughed. He talked nonsense, slept,
woke, coughed. I gave him a wet
washcloth to suck and he spit it out.
The operation had been unusual
ly long, four hours, and they’d given
massive doses of anaesthesia to
keep him under. After several hours
two young nurses came to the room. I
wanted some reassurance that Dan
was all right. One of the girls said,
“ You must bring him pajamas.” The
h o s p ita l provided n o th in g . The
thought of going out for pajamas just
then brought a knot of anger and
helplessness to my throat. I swal
lowed hard and said, “ He has no paja
mas. I will have to buy them.” My tone
of despair didn’t get through. The

nurses seemed satisfied and left.
I still didn’t know how to find the
main shopping area or what kind of
store to look for. Any exchange of
money was humiliating and exhaust
ing. I would have to talk my way past
the hospital guards a second time
that day. Dan looked scared when I
said I was leaving.
I walked out the hospital gate
feeling useless. Since the night of the
accident I had tried to understand, to
speak, to comfort. Today I’d only been
able to watch while a violent experi
ence passed through someone else’s
body.
On the street I asked a teenaged
boy the way to il centro, and he polite
ly walked with me to make sure I
understood his directions. He asked
if I liked Bergamo. After a few ques
tions and answers, each repeated
two or three times as we tried to unr

“La lu c e s h e said in her
soft voice. “La luce,”I
repeated, amazed.

derstand each other, our conversa
tion faded. I didn’t want to tell him I
was going to buy pajamas. He didn’t
tell me his destination. He could not
have known what he meant to me
then or that I would remember now
his tall awkward presence, his con
cern that I find my way, the comfort I
felt walking silently next to him. Is it
true that two boats together quiet the
waves, the way a long truck on the
freeway makes a windless passage
for a smaller car?
After we parted, I found a store
with display windows and hoped it
was big enough that I could look at
pajamas without having to explain
myself to a salesperson. I knew that
sizes would be meaningless, and that
I’d have to hold up the tops and pants
to look at them, something that was
not encouraged in Italian shopping.
There was a selection of pajamas, all
expensive, and I bought a blue-andred pair that looked like a soccer suit.
The shirt, I realized, wouldn’t fit over
Dan’s bandage. I would have to cut
off the sleeve. It was new, it cost too
much, and I would have to cut it up to
make it right.

ji^ h trop e

Sun stream ed th ro u g h the
French doors in the corridor, and the
slanting rays burst and scattered in
the commotion of glasses and plates,
laughter and e xclam ations th a t
meant lunch in Men’s Plastic Surgery.
Dan was well enough to eat with the
others, and I sat nearby enjoying the
scene. The men who had frightened
me earlier with their bandages and
their silence had become a jovial
group (everyone was in for a long
stay) and as usual at lunch time they
fetched bottles of wine from their
nightstands and offered to fill each
others’ glasses. The nurses ladled
soup and pasta from big pots on
carts, bantering with the men, then
brought around platters of roast
chicken and ossobucco. Sounds of
high-spirited Bergamasco, the local
dialect, filled the corridor.
“ Ch’6 successo, ch’d successo?” they asked Dan, wanting every
detail of the accident. What hap
pened, what happened?
“Ah, il mignolo!” they cried. The
little finger. They said the name for
each of the fingers, introducing Dan
to his hand in Italian. Most knew stor
ies about injured fingers, crippled fin
gers, fingers that had been cured by
miracles. They were hard men, used
to physical work, aware of their
hands as tools. They reminded me of
the men I had watched repairing a

section of pavingstone on a side
street in the old part of the city, with a
small pick making rhythmic indenta
tions in the sand, then smoothly set
ting the rounded stones like a farmer
nestling eggs in a basket, then a few
more chin-chinks to tap them into
place. They used fist sized river
stones, tumbled smooth by water,
and they hauled them in large wheel
borrows to the places in the streets
that needed mending.
One afternoon as I sat by Dan’s
bed, I read aloud from a newspaper
article I’d been trying to translate as a
vocabulary exercise. It described the
circus that we had seen during the
weeks between the operations. II Circo Moira Orfei was a family circus in
a single tent, with Moira Orfei, the
matriarch, who led forty elephants
through a stately dance, her teen
aged children who did acrobatics and
stood on the' backs of galloping
horses, a pair of Czechoslovakian
gymnasts, a French contortionist; a
Spanish swordswallower. But the
performer who electrified the crowd
was a Bulgarian aerialist, a stocky,
ugly man of about thirty-five. He
seemed immune to gravity. Or per
haps he knew the air so well that he
could ride its currents like a rafter in a
dangerous river. Above the ground he
sommersaulted, flipped, and twisted
like a joyous fish.
It was his joy that made me puz
zle. Surely he of all people had lived
with the daily possibility of disaster,
surely he had lost his footing, had
peered over the sharp edge of the
world. His movements were too pow
erful to be naive. He reminded me in
some way of the men on the ward, vic
tim s of violent accidents, but even in
their bandages and pajamas full of
life. Like him they must have known
how hard and how far one can fall.
Was there some relief in that, some
spiritual composure gained from see
ing the tightrope with complete clar
ity, as well as the abyss on either
side?
The newspaper reporter asked
the aerialist, “ Da dove vienne la sua
sicurezza?” “ Where does your safety
come from?” seemed an odd ques
tion, though I didn’t know whether it
was because an English speaker
wouldn’t phrase it that way, or be
cause an English-speaking journalist
simply wouldn’t ask that kind of
question. The answer was even more
surprising: “ Da cuore.” From the
heart.
At the root of courage is the
Latin word for heart.

he Blue Script

Dr. Losapio was a handsome
man of forty-five, tall and imposing as
were all the doctors in the very hier
archical hospital. -An aristocrat by
birth, education and position, Los
apio carried his authority like a Ren
aissance prince, one in whose court
art and music would have flourished,
excellent meals have been served,
whose estate would have been pro
tected by chained dogs and guards
more eager than skillful in their use of
spears. He was Dan’s surgeon. The
deference with which doctors were
treated by the rest of the staff reas
sured us at first, and the class dis
tinctions worked in our favor. When
Losapio discovered that Dan’s father
was also a doctor, he gave our case
new respect and attention.
Losapio understood some En
glish, and could write it fairly well,
though he was reluctant to speak, be
ing skilled in the art of avoiding pub
lic mistakes. After failing to commu
nicate to us in Italian the details of
the surgery, he wrote out a page of ex
planation. We stared a lon^ time at
the delicate blue script an’d read it
aloud point by point, but between the
medical terms and the idiosyncratic
English grammar, we couldn’t under
stand it. We couldn’t tell what the

The newspaper reporter asked him, “Da dove vienne la
sua sicurezza?” “Where does your safety come from?”
The answer was even more surprising: “Da Cuore.”
From the heart. A t the root o f courage is the Latin word
for heart.
glass had really done, what had gone
on for four hours during the opera
tion, what the chances were of the
surgery's success. The anatomy of
the hand was the first mystery from
which the others followed. Dan and I
stared at our hands trying to imagine
what had gone on inside his, and we
were no more successful than Sra.
Agazzi, our landlady, staring at the
chimney, trying to see how it fit into
her building.
When the cast finally was re
moved, the finger appeared pale,
stiff, frozen into a hook. It had no feel
ing and no movement. For two
months Dan had been eager to get
the cast off, and here it was, a differ
ent hand, partly numb, partly shrunk
en. I don’t remember if we cried, but
we stood a long time-in the cold din
ing room underneath the cloudy sky
lig h t, h o ld in g each other, face
against face, the way beings who
love one another press into the still
ness each contains when there is
nothing else to be done.
We sat down at the table, and
Dan unbuttoned his shirt sleeve to
show me something else: a series of
precise white scars marched up his
forearm. He had no idea what they
were. Then we remembered an unin

telligible part of Losapio’s explana
tion. A tendon stretches to do its job
like a rubber band. When severed, it
snaps and retracts, trapped far from
its original location. Losapio had
been searching for the tendon.
It was so frustrating not to
understand! Dan was to return in a
month for a check-up, and during that
time we talked once or twice about
physical therapy. Was this the kind of
situation in which people got ther
apy? Was there still a chance to save
the finger? I’d noticed what seemed
to be a rehabilitation clinic near the
hospital, and I tried to call once to
find out if therapy might help. At a
pay phone, on a busy street, I couldn’t
find the right words. The gap between
me and the stranger at the other end
was too great, and I had to hang up.
When the day for the check-up
came, we walked down the ancient
sto n e s ta irw a y th a t zigzagged
through fields sloping from the upper
town toward the hospital. This was a
walkway laid by hand, parts steep,
parts eroded. There had been no bull
dozer to grade the hill and make a
smooth bed, no machine to spew uni
form paving bricks. Instead, the medi
eval builders, and anyone who had re
paired the stairway since, had taken
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the land as it was, uneven, unpredic
table, and had worked from one irreg
ularity to the next. Losapio’s job had
not been so different. One fork in the
path led nowhere. It bent over a sharp
incline, but the drop below had been
too steep. An eroded gulley cut the
rise where the stairs should have
been, and a pile of stones lay as they
had fallen, broken, caught in a tangle
of brambles.
We arrived at the hospital hot
and sweaty. I had to sit outside the ex
amining room while Dan and Losapio
talked. Losapio came out first, smiled
uncomfortably at me, his princely
manner shrivelled. He ducked into an
office where I could hear him making
an appointm ent w ith a physical
therapist.
Dan emerged furious. “ When I
asked if physical therapy would
help,” Dan said, “ Losapio mumbled,
‘Ah,...yes. Do you want physical
therapy?” ’
Then we ran into Angelo, the
English-speaking nurse who had
become a friend. We told him what
had happened, and a strange look
came over his face. “A month after
surgery and only now he thinks about
therapy? He must be crazy! It is im
perative to begin to exercise the fin
ger immediately after the cast is re
moved, to encourage the circulation,
to prevent the tendon from cementing
itself to the scarred area.” I was horri
fied. “And you know,” Angelo con
tinued, “ Losapio does not do many
hands. He specializes in faces.”
I was so angry I could barely
speak. Did this mean the finger was
beyond repair? Were we supposed to
let it fall into the oblivion of doomed
things, hopeless things, rejected
things? The ruined stairway, so ex
posed, so abandoned, had given me a
strange chill. I knew no one would
ever try to repair it.
I thought about Losapio. For
months his judgments, his predic
tions, even his moods had seem cru
cial to Dan’s recovery. What hap
pened? Had he failed to plan for
physical therapy out of laziness or
forgetfulness? Had the operation
been a failure, a half-hearted attempt
to patch and make do in the tradition
of the repairmen who never really
fixed anything? Or did the piece of
glass invade the internal universe of
the hand in ways so minute and com
plex that no one could have com
prehended?
After a month of therapy, Dan’s
finger remained unchanged. Gianbattista, the blind physical therapist,
taught me to do the exercises: rest
the hand on a pillow, massage the
finger for circulation, bend in, bend
back, just a little further each day. But
the finger did not respond. It stayed
stiff and cold no matter what we did.
There was no question of philoso
phies of restoration. It was not fixed.
It was not repaired. The hand could
do no more than bear witness to its
own experience.
In Giotto’s painting of Joachim
and Anna at the Golden Gate, there
are others who watch the man and
woman embrace. They are happy at
the meeting, at the new life that waits
beyond the scene, but there is one
figure who looks away. Her head is
covered and her face partly hidden by
a dark cloak. She too'watches, but
her attention is elsewhere. Perhaps
she is the girl from the fresco in our
house, but older, her garland set
aside, the dance slowed. Perhaps she
is the necessary presence who gazes
clear-eyed into suffering, who con
templates the mystery of losses, who
lives with each thing we have tried to
mend.
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“ Did you tell Ramon?”
“ I figure, I’ll tell him tomorrow. If
I go over in the morning, he’ll prob
ably be home. Cecilia, you gotta go
with me.”
“ Uh-uh. No way. That’s between
you two.”
“ You don’t have to come inside. I
ju s t... I mean, what if he tells me to
just get lost...then I’ll be all by my
self...” She started crying again, put
ting her head down on her knees.
“ Okay, I’ll go with you. But you
got to talk to him alone, because I
don’t want any part of it.”
She nodded eagerly, like she
would go along with whatever I said,
ever seen a more handsome kid through school than
so long as I stuck by her.
Ramon. He was sharp, not movie star sharp, but instead
So the next morning, we went
over to Ramon’s. He lived in a nice
the sharpness of plain old scratch paper that, could cut your
two-story house with his father. When
we got there, he was out back work
thumb same as a knife blade. Also, he was quick and smart,
ing in the garden.
because he knew what people wanted, and he could grant
“ Okay, pow you go up there and
talk to him, and I’ll wait here,” I said,
their wishes in cut rate time.
planting my feet firmly on the drive
way.
Wasn’t a girl in school that didn’t waste some time
Amy started walking up the
drive. The early sun was shining
over Ramon. Other guys thinking, “W hat’s he got that I
through the bushes from the east.
don’t have?” Well, any girl could answer, but not so boys
You could tell it was going to be hot,
later on in the day.
could understand. “It’s not the way that he is, but sort of
Ramon was pulling up carrots.
They weren’t like the kind you buy in
the way he stands,” they might say.
Amy’s never been around a guy so
the grocery store; they were short and
slick and sweet. She just said back to
Or, “ It’s not what he says, but the way
stubby, as if they couldn’t grow down,
me, “ What’s the matter? You jealous?
he can make his voice melt all warm
and so grew sideways instead. He
Bet I can get that guy in a week,” and
about you like you’re something spe
was bent over, his legs straddling
flounced off, her curls bouncing every
cial.” Cause it wasn’t Ramon alone,
either side of the row, pulling up
which way across her shoulders.
but his way of being cool that made
bunches at a time and shaking the
him magnetic and indescribable like
dirt off of them.
some smell you remember, but don’t
Amy said something to him, and
ell, she caught him, not in the
know from where.
he smiled that prize winning smile.
all-exclusive way she would
He had beautiful girls all the
She spoke again, and he stood up,
have us believe, but she main
time, and the senior girls, and even
tained his interest. He still hung out still shaking the dirt away, still smil
the girls in love with other guys. But
ing. Then she said something else
in the bathroom with all us girls, the
he went far and beyond other dudes,
that changed his smile. He tilted his
same as always. But Amy ignored
cause he had ugly girls'too. Treated
head, reached out and cupped her
that, making out like she and him
them just the same with that soft-as.cheek in his hand, talking to her. She
were some special twosome that we
butter smile as if they were the first
shook her head no„ and nodded in my
should take note of. “ She’s crazy,”
thing in his day. Like the time he gave
direction. I saw Ramon take me in
we’d say, and shake our heads.
fat Angie a squeeze, and she blushed
with his eyes, like he was figuring the
Then one day, about a month
t u lip red, because m ost guys
situation. Then he talked for a while,
later, Amy and I were sitting out on
wouldn’t speak to her, and because
and when he was done, she nodded in
the front steps painting our nails.
she suddenly felt shy, having allagreement. He kissed her, and she
She’s using this hot pink nail polish
important Ramon giving her such
turned and walked back to where I
that’s real pretty, but she keeps mess
mainline attention.
was waiting.
ing it up. First she gums up one fin
“ What’d he say?” I said as we
ger, then when she takes a tissue to
started walking home.
t surprised no kids at all when
clean it off, she messes up the nails
“ He said he’d marry me,” she
Ramon started hanging out in the
on her other hand.
answered, her voice all trembly.
first floor girls’ john, instead of
All of a sudden, I see that she’s
“ You want to marry Ramon?” I
going to seventh period studyhall. crying, her mascara running in big
said it sharply, cause all I could think
Course he’d get caught sometimes,
of was how it would be trying to keep
but he’d just sneak right on in there,
a finger on someone like that.
the next day, soon as the teachers for
“ Nnno,” she stuttered. I thought
got. No girls complained. They just
she might start crying, but she didn’t.
tried like anything to get a bathroom
“ Can you imagine my folks if I told
pass, to escape from their studyhalls
them I was marrying a Catholic?”
to that bathroom.
That’s the least of it, I thought.
Ramon would sometimes stand
“ I told him I wanted an abortion,”
on a toilet seat so he looked real tall,
she said, as if she were trying to con
and just comb his wavy-round-thevince herself.
side hair, surveying the whole scene,
“ What did he say?”
smiling. Sometimes he’d swing on
“ He said okay, whatever I want
the stall doors goofing off, or get hot
ed. He’s going to talk to his father and
and flirty with girls that could think
see if he can borrow the money.”
up fast answers. Other times, he’d
“ How much does it cost?”
bring his radio, and play it real low
“ They say two hundred and fifty
and smoke cigarettes, offering them
dollars at the clinic. I hope he can get
to everyone around. Even if they
it, because I sure can’t. He’s going to
weren’t the kind of girls who’d smoke,
call me tonight.”
he’d offer, making them feel cool just
As it turned out, Ramon came by
cause he’d asked. He was always
that afternoon. He didn’t look too
king and jester both, and the guys
cool.
who might have told on him didn’t,
“ What did you father say?” Amy
cause it was the girls’ john, and they
asked.
knew nothing about what was going
Ramon ran his hands through
on inside.
his hair, not caring that he was mess
We all knew how Ramon was, be
ing it up.
cause we all grew up together. But my
“ He kicked me out. He called me
friend Amy, she fell for him like a
a bum,” he said, looking off across
stone off the roof. She was staying
black tear drops down her cheeks.
the street, and not at Amy.
with me for a few months, while her
“Amy what’s wrong?” I said,
‘ ‘ W h a t...d o you th in k ..w e
folks were on vacation. She just
knowing it was something more than
should do?”
didn’t understand that those luscious
the nail polish.
“ I think we ought to cruise by
looks he was throwing her he was
She sniffed and wiped her nose
Lamberto’s,” Ramon replied, taking
also passing out to every other girl in
on her sleeve. “ I’m pregnant,” she
Amy’s arm by the elbow.
school. She’d come up to me at my
said in the kind of low voice you use
Now Lamberto was Ramon’s half
locker and whisper, “ That Ramon!
when you’re telling bad news out loud
brother, and he was the kind of guy
He’s got such nice eyes,” like it was
for the first time.
you don’t want to get involved with.
some big secret. I don’t know why, but
“ Maybe you’re just late,” I said,
Unless you enjoy hanging out with
girls always act like the dude they’re
rubbing her shoulder, trying to com
looking at is some new discovery.
criminals. To his credit, he’d never
fort her.
Gotta tell you all the details as if
done time, and he’d never killed any
“ No, I already got the test. I don’t
th e y’re the ones making up his
one, but you wouldn’t want to intro
know what I’m gonna do.” She
reputation. As if the dude didn’t know
duce your sister to the dude. So when
sobbed again, rubbing her eyes into
Ramon suggested they go by there, I
about it first.
black smudges. I didn’t know what to
So I warned her, cause I know,
included myself in the invitation, be
say, and all I could think of was how
see, cause I been there before. But
cause Amy wasn’t in any shape to
dumb makeup is, sometimes.

RAM O N

By Cathryn A. Camper
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She ju s t didn’t
understand that
those luscious '
looks he was
throwing her he
was also passing
out to every
other girl in
school.

Illustrations by Oscar Arredondo
and Gail Swanlund
Design by Gail Swanlund
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look out for herself.
When Ramon said cruise, he
meant by foot. So we walked on over
there, and by the time we got there, it
was hot out and we were all hot too.

Cause it wasn’t Ram on alone, b u t
his way o f being cool that made
him magnetic a n d indescribable
amberto lived in the second
story apartment. There was a
basketball hoop in the drive,
where kids were playing. To get to the like some sm ell you remember, b u t
apartment, we had to go up these
wooden stairs by the side of the
don’t know fro m where.
building.

L

Ramon knocked. A few minutes
later, a woman answered saying,
“ i,Quien es?” and peeking out from
behind the chained door.
“Ah Ramon,” she said opening
the door all the way and letting us in.
She had long wavy blond hair, pulled
back in a ponytail. She was wearing a
turquoise jogging o u tfit, running
shoes, and an old Christmas apron.
She had flour all over the front of her
sweatshirt. She whispered some
thing in Spanish to Ramon and gave
his hip a little squeeze as he walked
by. She looked us over, and then went

back into the kitchen, where we could
hear the soft sound of her shoes
across the linoleum.
Ramon led the way into the liv
ing room. It was dark and smelled
stale-sweet like a mixture of old
cigarette and dope smoke. Lamberto
was sitting in an armchair, watching
the Saturday afternoon fights on tv.
The stereo was also on, playing some
kind of classical music that didn’t
seem like Lamberto’s taste in music
at all. Lamberto sure had some fine

stereo equipment, though. It was
stacked up all over the living room,
some of it still in its original boxes.
There were also tape cassettes scat
tered everywhere, along with empty
beer bottles.
Lamberto, in his undershirt, was
mixing some kind of drink. He poured
some vanilla extract into a rounded
shot glass, then some rum, in equal
amounts. He filled the rest of the
glass up with milk, and stirred it with
his finger.

When we came in, he motioned
for us to sit down on the couch. We
did, and he sat there drinking and
watching tv, and we sat there waiting
to see what would happen. I could tell
Ramon was nervous cause he kept
tapping his fingers on the arm of the
sofa.
Then someone else came to the
door, and the blond woman led him
into the living room too. He was carry
ing a cardboard box and looked at us
nervously.
“ He’s cool, he’s my brother,”
Lamberto said in English, because
this guy was white. The guy still
looked nervous, but he set the box
down in front of Lamberto.
“ Now let’s see what you got,”
Lamberto said, opening the box. He
lifted out some tape decks, taken out
of cars.
“ They still got serials?”
The white guy shook his head
no. Lamberto turned them around,
checking them, then set them down.
“ The Beach Boys?” he read.
“ The Rolling Stones? Naw, I don’t
want this crap.”
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The white guy looked worried.
“ What difference does it make? What
do you care what's on them?”
Lamberto laughed at him and
threw the tapes down with a pile of
others on the table. “ Just kidding
you,” he said, because the guy still
looked anxious.
Then Lamberto turned to Ra
mon. “ Now what can I do for you?”
Ramon looked around, afraid to
start. Outside, we could hear the bas
ketball bang against the hoop.
Lamberto nodded to the blond
woman, who’s name turned out to be
Gloria. She said to'us sweetly, and in
English, “ Why don’t you two come
help me in the kitchen?” We followed
her out of the room not too eagerly
because it was obvious we were be
ing cut out of the conversation. She
was making cookies and she had us
measure out and add the ingredients
while she mixed them up.
I could hear Lamberto and Ra
mon talking rapidly in Spanish. That
white dude must be really confused, I
thought. Then I hear Lamberto say,
“ jEsta encinta por t i l ” Gloria heard it
too, and she gave Amy this “ You poor
thing,” look. But it all went by Amy;
she didn’t know Spanish.
When the cookie dough was all

“You want to marry Ram on?”
I said it sharply, cause all I could
think o f was how it w ould be trying
to keep a finger on someone
like that.
mixed, we went back into the living
room, bringing the spoon and beaters
with us. Gloria handed Lamberto one
of the beaters, and gave the other to
Ramon. She offered the spoon to the
white dude, who got all flustered be
cause he was trying to tuck this bag
of dope he got from Lamberto into his
coat pocket. He nodded, “ No thank
you,” and headed for the door. Gloria
sucked on the spoon instead.
“ Just because I’m your brother, I
should give you my money?” Lam
berto said, licking the cookie dough
off the metal blade.
Ramon shrugged, a fra id to
answer.
“ Tell you what. I’ll give you the .

same deal as everyone else. Five tape
decks gets you two fifty.”
Ramon said “ Okay,” under his
breath. He sucked on the end of the
beater, looking at the floor.
Lamberto set down his beater
and picked up his drink. He looked at
Amy and said, “ How come trash like
you got to mess up a nice kid like my
brother?” He smiled at her, and there
was something real awful about see
ing that same smile oil Ramon’s on
Lamberto’s face.
Ramon said quickly, “ Let’s go,”
and we followed him out in a hurry.
Within the next week, Ramon
got four of the tape decks, I don’t
know how, because both me and Amy

were afraid to ask. But it was that
fifth one that hung over us. Didn’t
really talk about it, but we knew he’d
have to get it real soon.
Then one night we’re walking
past this parking garage downtown.
Ramon ducks in the drive and we fol
low. He’s checking out all the cars as
we’re walking up the ramp.
n the third floor he spots this
Cutlass, powder blue and laid
out so the chrome shines like
it ’s s ittin g in the noonday sun.
There's no one around, so Ramon am
bles up to it, running his hand along
that shine, across the trunk and up to
the door. He looks inside, then looks
around.
Out of his pocket he takes a
screwdriver and a wire coat hanger,
bent straight with a little hook on the
end. He sticks the screwdriver be
tween the door window and the rub
ber insulation, pries the glass for
ward, then reaches in with the coat
hanger hook, and pulls up the door
lock. All quicker than you could open
the door with a key.
He checks around again, then
very quietly opens the door. He
kneels down half in the car, half out
and begins unfastening wires under
the dash.
He’s about halfw ay through
when we hear someone coming up
the stairs. We all freeze even though
we know we should get the hell out.
We hear the door to the garage open
and bang shut. Then we hear foot
steps coming towards us. Still we
don’t move, afraid now that we’ll get
caught if we run.
The woman walked all the way
around the front of the car before she
saw us. Then she stopped dead still,
staring at us, me and Amy staring
right back.
She was wearing this expensive
leather coat, and had on a diamond
ring as shiny as her car. Over her
shoulder, she was carrying a sleeping
baby.
Ramon got up slowly, slowly
from behind the car door. He stood
there, holding a cassette, afraid to
move, his eyes all full of wonder and
horror as he stared at the baby in the
woman’s arms. Finally, he raised one
hand in a sign of submission. He bent
over and set the cassette on the car
seat. Then, very cautiously, he began
backing towards us, still holding up
his hand. When he got to where we
were, we all turned and ran like crazy
outta that place.

O

my did get her abortion. Ramon
worked some kind of deal with
his brother to borrow the rest of
the money. He went with Amy to get it
done, but things kind of fell apart be
tween them afterwards. And she had
to go back home anyway. Her folks
never did find out about how they
almost had a grandchild.
I lost track of Ramon, too, after
that. But I did see him once, when I
was waiting for a bus. He was walk
ing down the opposite side of the
street with some other dude, the both
of them looking double cool. When
they got to the bus stop on the other
side, the one guy pauses to flirt with
this woman waiting there. She looks
real special, wearing a purple suit,
just off of work on a Friday night. The
dude leans one arm against the build
ing so he can corner her attention,
and it works, cause she looks back at
him all candy-eyed.
Ramon, in the meantime, keeps
right on going, down to the next
block. When he knows she can’t see
him, he stops, leans against the build
ing, and waits. He looks sorta cute,
standing there, all alone, tapping his
foot, waiting for his friend. Then all of
a sudden, from somewhere deep in
side me, I feel like I might start to cry.
I’m real glad when my bus comes,
that I don’t have to stay and watch
Ramon, all alone like that, waiting.

A

Cathryn A. Camper is a Twin Cities fiction writer.
Twin Cities sculptor Oscar Arredondo did the
illustration.
Gail Swanlund is a free-lance designer in the
Twin Cities.
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A Touring Exhibit of Designs for Minneapolis Sites
Calhoun Square Atrium •July 28 through August 8
This touring exhibit of fifteen public art designs was organized by the Art In Public Places
Program of the Minneapolis Arts Commission with funding from the City of Minneapolis.
This ad made possible through the generous assistance of Clinton Street Quarterly.
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here or there, ring or carat, church or state,
hand or foot, a rhymed couplet;
your medicine chest, your embankments,
-your official
form with pink slip, your swivel, your stern
forehead and
your firm aft;
your perfect heart;
permission or exile, scrutinized or skimmed,
pedigreed or tousled, or sheer greed
or agreeably sheer—
with a couple on the cake and a couple
in the punch
and a couple on the Edge;
gimmicked or boobytrapped or with
Tante Frieda warbling some forgettable
hymn so loudly that the organist flairs his jowls;
I want to marry you;
your nose and knees, in bakeoff or meltdown,
with laws posted and desperados known,
with a judge gone mad, with a witness
hallucinating:
yes your honor I saw everything;
your perfect heart, your elbow,
your endlessly refried hair,
your spectacularly conversational stretches
of thigh,
your Other elbow, your utensils
and your cuttlebone;
I went to confession and said bless me Father
for I have sinned
but not nearly as much as I had hoped because
it wasn’t with the woman of my thunder-showering
and immaculately-receiving dreams;
she’s nonesuch I wagged,
she’s nonpareil;
she’s every unforgiveably moronic lyric

turned good;
and the priest asked after your name and
number so
I gave him the first I saw in the booth,
a phonebooth to god both ways;
I wouldn’t tell him yours out of territorial dream;
I knew why priests were priests and how loose
the frocks were made;
is there a double meaning to This?—no,
you don’t understand,
I mean this This, I want to marry your this and
your smile and
your photograph of your childhood dog
with his mouth being pulled and poked into
his smile by your fingers;
and your priest and your priest’s frock poking
like an elbow,
the holy and the holier, thy rod and thy staff
meeting,
strike or spare, garden or salad, soup,
stuff that can steam and bubble,
stuff that can clench and reappraise,
your priest feeding quarter after quarter into
peepconfessional
so dancefloor of my forehead can be seen;
knees or needs I want to marry your
knowing style,
your knowing frown, your knowing resumS,
your passenger-side-only-kiss,
your knowing dumbstare,
your priest feeding quarter after quarter
into state fair
arcade novelty that makes a chicken
play basketball with tater tot;
your kiss, your tear-filled rebound,
your perfectly evolved rump,
I want to marry your perfectly evolved uncle
and your perfectly evolved uncle’s priest
and your perfectly evolved priest’s uncle
and his rump;
I want to marry the way you borrow a pencil,
blue or red or eyebrow, north or
l-don’t-know-which-way or south,
/ want to marry you
your bottomline, your partyline, your punchline,
your perfectly evolved argument for creationism;
your perfect heart;
get me a beer;
I want to marry your very sexist winks and
lubricating whistles,
I want to marry your daughter, your interest in
what I do,
my interest payments on your interest payments,
the way you act polite when the cliff is crumbling
and the planet is gnashing its continents,
your exquisite nudge of hip,
I want to marry your syllabicated moans,
your counterfeit duckbill,
your wax lips and that green stick of
lip rustoleum
That’s the only thing on the planet that’s kissed
you more than I;
listen I wish it were a lot easier then this huge

clutter of phrases
like pick-up sticks, like silks from hat,
but if I just said I love you, left it at that
I’d be an insurance agent;
I want to marry you,
budget or anthem, promise or lie, pass or raise,
rice or potato, park or drive I want to marry your
magnificent luggage, your fixtures, your
checking account,
your resilient chrome, your cold shoulder and
hot curve,
ivory or leather, cashew, lace,
your antihistamines and this slab of
sourdough bread;
your perfect heart;
this is a case of deliberate overdose.
I went into a department store and told a clerk
all about your butt;
she seemed startled but impressed with my
sincerity;
she called the security guards over,
not to interfere but so that they could listen too;
one of them walkie-talkied the office upstairs
and got them to turn down the muzak,
shut off the escalators, see if they could do
something
about the humming of fluorescent tubes;
by the time I was through they were weeping
with joy,
all wanting to be sex objects;
when the fever broke I was in jail;
I want to marry you
a double ceremony so we can both be in it,
time or temperature, stimulus response, book or
stage play,
plot or scratchboard, fur or the deep blue sea
I want to marry
your radiator, your oven, your Freudian slip,
your garter snake,
and your perfect heart;
kiss the bribe

D oubt thou the stars are fire.
D oubt that the sun doth move;
D oubt tru th to be a liar,
B ut never doubt I love.
— Shakespeare

